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1o the mestizo and Indian people who struggle daily to improve the quality of life and
social justice in our beloved, but long-suffering country of Mexico

—Manuel Aguilar-Moreno

On August 13th of 1521, beroically defended by Cuaubtemoc, the City of Tlatelolco
fell in the bands of Herndn Cortés. It was not a triumph neither a defeat, but the

painful birth of the Mexican people.

—Memorial inscription in the Plaza of the
Three Cultures, Tlatelolco, Mexico City
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FOREWORD

his remarkable handbook by Manuel Aguilar-

Moreno introduces us to a cultural awakening
that we have been privileged to witness over the past
two decades. Our knowledge of the Aztec civiliza-
tion has changed dramatically. Once perceived as a
ruthless “tribe” seemingly obsessed with bloodshed,
the Aztec are now seen as no more or less brutal than
any other imperial civilization in their efforts to
“bring the war home.” Every time I look upon the
famous colossal monument known as the Aztec Cal-
endar, I try to imagine what the rituals following
Aztec military campaigns must have been like and
how the thousands of people who participated in
these events reassured themselves that their invest-
ment in supplying food, making weapons and equip-
ment, and committing the lives of their children
would grant them the benefits of conquest that their
emperors had guaranteed.

All over the world, at different points in time,
heads of state have had to devise astounding dramas
and public spectacles to foster public trust in their
military policies. We are fascinated by Roman tri-
umphs, yet although their victories were more
important for ambitious politicians than the battle-
fields where the fighting took place, we conveniently
forget or ignore that those who marched in captivity
to celebrate the glory were condemned to brutal
deaths by the thousands in the Coliseum. The Aztec
were no different. Warfare, sacrifice, and the promo-
tion of agricultural fertility were inextricably linked

to religious ideology. Aztec songs and stories
describe four great ages of the past, each destroyed
by some catastrophe wrought by vengeful gods. The
fifth and present world only came into being through
the self-sacrifice of a hero who was transformed into
the Sun. But the Sun refused to move across the sky
without a gift from humankind to equal his own sac-
rifice. War was thereby waged to feed the Sun his
holy food and therefore perpetuate life on Earth.
The Aztec used no term like human sacrifice. For
them it was nextlaualli, the sacred debt payment to
the gods. For the soldiers, participation in these rit-
uals was a means of publicly displaying their prowess,
gaining rewards from the emperor’s own hand, and
announcing their promotion in society. But these
executions worked just effectively as a grim reminder
for foreign dignitaries, lest they ever consider war
against the empire.

Even the name Aztec is debated by scholars. The
word is not really indigenous, though it does have a
cultural basis. It was first proposed by a European,
the explorer-naturalist Alexander von Humboldt and
later popularized by William H. Prescott in his 1843
publication The History of the Conquest of Mexico. Aztec
is simply an eponym derived from Aztlan, meaning
“place of the white heron,” a legendary homeland of
seven desert tribes collectively called Chichimecs
who miraculously emerged from caves located at the
heart of a sacred mountain far to the north of the
Valley of Mexico. They enjoyed a peaceful existence
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hunting and fishing until they were divinely inspired
to fulfill a destiny of conquest by their gods. They
journeyed until one day they witnessed a tree being
ripped asunder by a bolt of lightning. The seventh
and last tribe to emerge from the mountain, the
Mexica, took the event as a sign that they were to
divide and follow their own destiny. They continued
to wander for many more years, sometimes hunting
and sometimes settling down to farm, but never
remaining in any one place for very long. After the
collapse of Tula, the capital of a Toltec state that
dominated central Mexico from the ninth to the 13th
centuries, they decided to move south to Lake Tetz-
coco (Texcoco).

Impoverished and without allies, the Mexica were
soon subjected to attacks by local Toltec warlords,
who forced them to retreat to an island where they
witnessed a miraculous vision of prophecy: an eagle
perched on a cactus growing from solid rock. It was
the long-awaited sign for Tenochtitlan, their final
destination. Having little to offer other than their
reputation as fearsome warriors, the Mexica had no
other choice than to hire themselves out as merce-
naries to rival Toltec factions. Eventually they were
able to affect the balance of power in the region to
such a degree that they were granted royal marriages.
The Mexica, now the most powerful of the seven
original Aztec tribes, incorporated their former
rivals, and together they conquered an empire. Even-
tually they gave their name to the nation of Mexico,
while their city of Tenochtitlan became what we
know today as Mexico City. Historians still apply the
term Aztec to the archaeological culture that domi-
nated the Basin of Mexico but recognize that the
people themselves were highly diversified ethnically.

Tenochtitlan was officially founded in 1325, but it
would be more than a century before the city rose to
its height as an imperial capital. Between 1372 and
1428 three successive Mexica emperors—
Acamapichtli, Huitzilihuitl, and Chimalpopoca—
served as the vassals of a despotic Tepanec lord
named Tezozomoc of Azcapotzalco. Sharing in the
spoils of victory, they each succeeded in expanding
the Mexica domain south and east along the lake.
However, when Tezozomoc died in 1427, his son
Maxtla seized power and had Chimalpopoca assassi-
nated. The Mexica quickly appointed Chimal-
popoca’s uncle, a war captain named Itzcoatl, as

tlatoani, or ruler. Itzcoatl allied himself with Neza-
hualcoyotl, the deposed heir to the throne of Tetz-
coco, the Acolhua kingdom lying on the eastern
shore of the lake. Together the two kings attacked
Azcapotzalco. The siege lasted more than 100 days
and only concluded when Maxtla relinquished his
throne and retreated into exile. Itzcoatl and Neza-
hualcoyotl then rewarded the Tepanec lords who had
aided them in overthrowing the tyrant. The three
cities of Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco, and Tlacopan
formed the Triple Alliance and the Aztec Empire.
Itzcoatl died in 1440 and was succeeded by his
nephew Motecuhzoma Ilhuicamina. Motecuhzoma
I, as he was later known, charted the course for Aztec
expansionism for the remainder of the 15th century;
he was succeeded by his son Axayacatl in 1468. As a
prince, Axayacatl had proven himself a capable mili-
tary commander, and now he sought to capitalize on
the conquests of his illustrious father by surrounding
entirely the kingdom of Tlaxcala to the east and
expanding imperial control over the Mixtecs and
Zapotecs of Oaxaca to the south. By 1481, Axayacatl
had died. He was succeeded by Tizoc, who ruled
briefly but ineffectually. In 1486, the throne passed
to Tizoc’s younger brother, Ahuitzotl, who proved
himself to be an outstanding military commander.
Ahuitzotl reorganized the army and soon regained
much of the territory lost under the previous admin-
istration. He then initiated a program of long-
distance campaigning on an unprecedented scale.
The empire reached its apogee under Ahuitzotl,
dominating possibly as many as 25 million people
throughout the Mexican highlands. Ahuitzotl in turn
was succeeded by the doomed Motecuhzoma II, who
suffered the Spanish invasion under Herndn Cortés.
In 1519, a band of 250 Spanish adventurers stood
above Lake Tetzcoco and gazed upon Tenochtitlan.
The Spaniards were dumbfounded, and many of the
soldiers wondered if what they were looking upon
wasn’t a dream. The more worldly veterans of Italian
wars compared the city to Venice but were no less
astonished to find such a metropolis on the other
side of the world. At the invitation of the emperor
Motecuhzoma, Cortés led his men across the great
Tlalpan causeway into Tenochtitlan. He later
described much of what he saw in his letters to the
Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V. Cortés marveled
at the broad boulevards and canals, the temples ded-
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icated to countless gods, as well as the magnificent
residences of the lords and priests who resided with
the emperor and attended his court. There was a
central market where thousands of people sold
everything from gold, silver, gems, shells, and feath-
ers to unhewn stone, adobe bricks, and timber. Each
street was devoted to a particular commodity, from
clay pottery to dyed textiles, and a special court of
judges enforced strict rules of transaction. All man-
ner of foods were bartered: dogs, rabbits, deer,
turkeys, quail, and every sort of vegetable and fruit.

Although Tenochtitlan was founded on a small
island located off the western shore of Lake Tetzcoco,
the landmass was artificially expanded to cover more
than five square miles. The city was divided into four
districts. Each district was composed of neighbor-
hood wards of land-owning families called calpulli, an
Aztec term meaning “house groups.” Most of the
calpulli were inhabited by farmers who cultivated
bountiful crops of corn, beans, and squash with an
ingenious system of raised fields called chinampuas,
while others were occupied by skilled craftspeople. Six
major canals ran through the metropolis with many
smaller canals that crisscrossed the entire city allow-
ing one to travel virtually anywhere by boat, the prin-
cipal means of economic transportation to the island.
Scholars estimate that between 200,000 and 250,000
people lived in Tenochtitlan in 1500, more than four
times the population of London at that time.

There were also three major causeways that ran
from the mainland into the city. These were spanned
with drawbridges that when taken up, sealed off the
city. Freshwater was transported by a system of aque-
ducts of which the main construction ran from a
spring on a mountain called Chapultepec on a
promontory to the west. Even though the four dis-
tricts had temples dedicated to the principal Aztec
gods, all were overshadowed by the Great Temple, a
human-made mountain constructed within the cen-
tral precinct and topped by dual shrines dedicated to
the Toltec storm god Tlaloc and the Chichimec war
god Huitzilopochtli. The surrounding precinct itself
was a city within a city, consisting of more than 1,200
square meters (nearly 4,000 square feet) of temples,
public buildings, palaces, and plazas enclosed by a
defensive bastion called the coatepantli, or “serpent
wall,” so named after the scores of carved stone snake
heads that ornamented its exterior.

After the complete destruction of the pre-
Columbian city during the siege of 1521, all knowl-
edge of Tenochtitlan’s central religious precinct
remained largely conjectural. The belief that the
Great Temple might lie below Mexico City’s Zécalo
(central square) was seemingly confirmed in 1790
with the unearthing of the monolithic sculptures
known as the Aztec Calendar (or Sun Stone) and
the statue of Coatlicue, the legendary mother of
Huitzilopochtli. Colonial writings and diagrams
appeared to indicate that the base of the Great
Temple was approximately 300 feet square with
four to five stepped levels rising to as much as 180
feet in height. Staircases were constructed on the
west side that ended before two shrines constructed
at the summit. However, it would be only system-
atic archaeological excavation that could either con-
firm or deny what the Spanish invaders had actually
witnessed.

On February 21, 1978, Mexico City electrical
workers were excavating a trench six feet below
street level to the northwest of the main cathedral
when they encountered a monolithic carved stone
block. Archaeologists were immediately called to the
scene to salvage what turned out to be an 11-foot
stone disk carved with a relief in human form. Rec-
ognizing the golden bells on the figure’s cheeks, sal-
vage archaeologists identified the image as a goddess
known as Coyolxauhqui, or She Who Is Adorned
with Bells. According to a legend recorded by the
colonial Spanish friar and ethnographer Bernardino
de Sahagtn, there once lived an old woman named
Coatlicue, or Lady Serpent Skirt, together with her
daughter, Coyolxauhqui, and her 400 sons at Coate-
pec, meaning “snake mountain.” One day as Coa-
tlicue was attending to her chores, she gathered up a
mysterious ball of feathers and placed them in the
sash of her belt. Miraculously, she found herself with
child, but when Coyolxauhqui saw what had hap-
pened to her mother, she was enraged and shrieked,
“My brothers, she has dishonored us! Who is the
cause of what is in her womb? We must kill this
wicked one who is with child!”

Coatlicue was frightened, but Huitzilopochtli,
who was in her womb, called to her, “Have no fear,
mother, for I know what to do.” The 400 sons went
forth. Each wielded his weapon, and Coyolxauhqui
led them. At last they scaled the heights of Coatepec.
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At this point there are many variations to the story,
but it appears that when Coyolxauhqui and her 400
brothers reached the summit of Coatepec, they
immediately killed Coatlicue. Then Huitzilopochtli
was born in full array with his shield and spear-
thrower. At once he pierced Coyolxauhqui with a
spear and then struck off her head. Her body twisted
and turned as it fell to the ground below Snake
Mountain. Huitzilopochtli next took on the 400
brothers in equal measure and slew each of them in
kind.

Careful examination of the Coyolxauhqui stone
led the director of excavations of Mexico’s National
Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH),
Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, to conclude that the
monument was “in situ,” meaning it had never been
seen by the Spaniards much less smashed and
reburied like so many other carvings. Remembering
that Coyolxauhqui’s body was said to have come to
rest at the foot of the mountain, the archaeologists
began to surmise that Coatepec, which is to say its
incarnation as the Great Temple itself, might be
located very nearby. It was not long before the
archaeologists discovered parts of a grand staircase
and then the massive stone serpent heads, literally
signifying Coatepec, surrounding the base of the
pyramid itself. The Great Temple had been found
by decoding a 1,000-year-old legend.

Since 1978 the INAH has carried out nearly con-
tinuous excavations, uncovering no less than six sep-
arate building episodes of the Great Temple as well
as numerous smaller temples and palaces of the sur-
rounding precinct. Excavations carried out by
Leonardo Lépez Lujin and his associates have
unearthed more than 120 caches of priceless objects
buried as offerings from vassal states within the
matrix of the Great Temple itself. Extending excava-
tion north to the point of even tunneling under
Mexico City streets, archaeologists have found an
incredible new structure called the House of the
Eagles, named for stone and ceramic statuary por-
traying the heraldic raptor. This latest discovery has
yielded even greater art treasures. Perhaps the most
dramatic finds are the frightening life-size images
that Mexican archaeologists identify as Mictlante-
cuhtli, god of the underworld. Lépez Lujin and his
associates have noted the appearance of similar fig-
ures in codices where they are being drenched in

offerings of blood. Applying new archaeometric
techniques to identify microscopic traces of organic
material, the archaeologists detected extremely high
concentrations of albumin and other substances per-
taining to blood on the floors surrounding the
pedestals on which the statues once stood, further
testament to the historical veracity of the ancient
pictographic narratives. One of the most remarkable
finds has been the recent recovery of a stone box
that had been hermetically sealed with a layer of
plaster. Inside were found the remains of an entire
wardrobe, headdress, and mask for a priest of the
temple of Tlaloc, the ancient Toltec god of rain and
fertility whose shrine stood next to that of
Huitzilopochtli at the summit of the Great Temple
pyramid. Despite the lavish depictions of Aztec rit-
ual clothing in the codices, none had ever been
known to survive the fires of Spanish evangelistic
fervor—until now. The discovery provided our first
glimpse at the perishable artifacts for which Aztec
pomp and ceremony was so famous.

The most dramatic changes to our perception of
the Aztec have come with a critical reappraisal of the
histories of the conquest itself. Spanish accounts tra-
ditionally portrayed the defeat of the Aztec Empire as
a brilliant military achievement with Cortés’s vastly
outnumbered but better-armed troops defeating
hordes of superstitious savages; however the reality of
the events is far more complex and much more fasci-
nating. During the first year and a half of the conflict,
the Spaniards rarely numbered more than 300 and
frequently campaigned with fewer than 150. Their
steel weapons may have had an impact initially, but
they soon ran out of gunpowder and by 1520 had
eaten their horses. So what really accounted for their
incredible achievement? The fact is that the Spaniards
owed their success not so much to superior arms,
training, and leadership as to Aztec political factional-
ism and disease.

Deconstructing the myth of the conquest, schol-
ars have now demonstrated that in nearly all their
battles, the Spaniards were fighting together with
Indian allied armies numbering in the tens of thou-
sands. Initially these troops were drawn from disaf-
fected states lying to the east and west of the Basin
of Mexico, especially Tlaxcala, but by 1521 even the
Acolhua of Tetzcoco, cofounders with the Mexica of
the empire, had appointed a new government that
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clearly saw greater opportunity in the defeat of their
former allies. To what extent the Spaniards were
conscious of strategy in coalition building and to
what extent they were actually being manipulated by
Indian politicians is unknown. Further aiding the
Spanish conquest was disease. Prior to the arrival of
the Europeans, smallpox and typhus were unknown
in Mexico, and there was no understanding by either
the Europeans or the Indians that disease was caused
by contagious viruses. Before long, however, succes-
sive epidemics raged through the Indian population,
each time taking away as many as 25, 50, and some-
times even 75 percent of the inhabitants of a city-
state. By summer 1521, smallpox in particular
created a situation that allowed Cortés to assume the

role of a kind of “king-maker,” appointing new gov-
ernments among his allies, as the leaders of the old
regimes loyal to the Mexica succumbed. On August
13, 1521, Cortés defeated Tenochtitlan at the head
of an allied Indian army estimated by some histori-
ans at between 150,000 and 200,000 men, but only
after what historians consider to be the longest con-
tinuous battle ever waged in the annals of military
history.

—John M. D. Pohl, Ph.D.
Peter Jay Sharp Curator
and Lecturer in the

Art of the Ancient Americas
Princeton University
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INTRODUCTION

Proud of itself

is the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan.

Here no one fears to die in war.

This is our glory.

This is Your Command,

oh Giver of Life!

Have this in mind, ob princes,

do mot forget it.

Who would conquer Tenochtitlan?

Who could shake the foundation of beaven?

From Cantares Mexicanos,
a 16th-century collection of
Nahuatl poems

n 1507, when the Aztec celebrated once more their

New Fire ceremony atop of the Hill of the Star,
nobody could have imagined that their civilization
would be destroyed just a few years later by the
Spanish army that came from an outside world. The
military clash brought steel blades against maquabuit!
(wooden swords with obsidian blades), guns against
arrows and spear-throwers (atlatls), iron helmets
against feather headdresses. Palaces, pyramids, canals
on the lakes, priests, kings, and sacred books—all
were vanquished by the conquest. How was this
possible?

Although the Aztec had numerical superiority
over the Spaniards, the Spaniards possessed a tech-
nological superiority. In addition, throughout the
course of the conflict, the European invaders gained

thousands of indigenous allies who wanted to rid
themselves of Aztec oppression. The Spaniards and
Aztecs were not really fighting the same kind of war.
The two groups fought with different weapons and
had completely opposing concepts of war. The Aztec
strategy was not to defeat enemies by ruining their
cities or massacring their population. They took cap-
tives for sacrifices to their gods, and they benefited
by exacting tribute from the dominated peoples.
Their conception of war was rooted in rituals, con-
ventions, negotiations, and rules. On the other hand,
the Spaniards utilized the characteristics of total war:
the ambush, the deceit, and the trickery. They
approached their Aztec enemies with words of
apparent peace and then suddenly attacked and mas-
sacred them. In battle, instead of taking captives, the
Spanish killed as many warriors as they could. In the
end, they annihilated the Aztec Empire, and without
negotiations, they incorporated the defeated peoples
into the Spanish Empire by destroying their gods
and their beliefs, abolishing their political institu-
tions, humiliating their authorities, and, finally, sub-
mitting the Aztec into slavery.

The Aztec were unable to decipher the mecha-
nisms of the total warfare of the Spaniards, and the
repressive policies that the Aztec had had with subju-
gated Indian groups proved to be fatal. The Tlaxcal-
tecas, Huexotzincas, Cholultecas, and their former
allies the Tetzcocans allied with the Spaniards and
created a formidable army that eventually succeeded
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in vanquishing the Aztecs. The warfare system
brought by Spain to America, completely incompre-
hensible to the Aztec people, was a precedent of
modern warfare: an efficient, atrocious, and destruc-
tive mechanism of systematic extermination, serving
to obscure political and economic ambitions.

For the Prussian general Karl Von Clausewitz,
war is the continuation of politics. War can also be
considered as a window that reflects a civilization in
its critical moments, when its most fundamental ten-
dencies are visible. It is a moment when human
beings show themselves nakedly and express all of
the good or all of the evil that they are capable of cre-
ating. In this sense, the wartime behavior of and
between the Spaniards and Aztecs during the con-
quest is powerfully revealing.

The Aztec civilization, the last of the Mesoamer-
ican cultures that grew out of the achievements of its
predecessors—the Olmec, Maya, Teotihuacanos,
Zapotec, and Toltec—was still being isolated from
the rest of the world and could not resist an attack
from a force that came from the outside. It was a
strange and tragic end, one that would be equivalent
to the armies of today facing an invasion from outer
space!

The objective of this book is to present to the
modern reader an overview of the life and civilization
of the Aztec. The first chapter of the book introduces
the Mesoamerican cultures, offers a general glimpse
of Aztec archaeology, and provides an account of the
main historical primary sources. Chapter 2 presents
the creations myths and the stories of the great
migration of the Aztec, as well as a summary of the
main events in their history. Chapter 3 deals with the
Mesoamerican geography and the concept of sacred
space in the Valley of Mexico. Chapter 4 elucidates
several aspects of Aztec society and government,
expounding on political and social hierarchies and
institutions. Chapter 5 discusses warfare and its
implications for Aztec society. Chapter 6 studies reli-
gion, cosmology, and mythology. Chapter 7 presents
Aztec funerary beliefs and customs. Chapters 8, 9,
and 10 each explore the creative endeavors of the
Aztec people: Chapter 8 deals with the main artistic
traditions, including stone sculpture and lapidary and
feather work; chapter 9 covers the architecture of
Tenochtitlan and other Aztec cities; and chapter 10
analyzes the diverse literary styles, the codices, and

their writing system. Chapter 11 discusses the scien-
tific innovations of the Aztec—mathematics, astron-
omy, and calendars. Chapter 12 reviews the diverse
aspects of economy, industry, and trade, including
descriptions of chinampa agriculture, the use of water,
markets, and other elements of Aztec prosperity.
Chapter 13 gives a glimpse into the daily life of the
Aztec, elaborating on the roles of women, shaman-
ism and medicine, education, games, attire, food, and
music, among other aspects. And finally, chapter 14
presents the Spanish conquest and the transcultura-
tion process that eventually created the mestizo peo-
ple of present-day Mexico and its Indian-Christian
traditions.

The research for this book was based on primary
sources written in the 16th century, both by Indians
and Spaniards. Among the colonial sources con-
sulted were the chronicles of the ladino Indian his-
torians (individuals of mixed Indian and Spanish
blood who were fully bilingual and bicultural), such
as Hernando Alvarado Tezozomoc, Chimalpahin
Quauhtlehuanitzin, Diego Mufioz Camargo, and
Fernando de Alva Ixtlixochitl. Other sources stud-
ied were the works of the Spanish chroniclers,

such as Hernin Cortés, Bernal Diaz del Castillo,
Bernardino de Sahagin, Motolinia, Diego Durin,
and Juan de Torquemada, among many others. The
orthography used by these authors for the names of
Aztec personages and sites has been utilized. In
addition, a great amount of archaeological, anthro-
pological, and art historical books written by mod-
ern scholars was consulted, and their investigations
have been very beneficial for this present work.

Itis important to make a clarification about the use
of certain terms. The word Aztec refers to all those
groups that migrated from Aztlan to the Valley of
Mexico. One of those groups was the Mexica, who
eventually would become the dominant culture in
central Mexico. For this reason, some historians have
used the name Aztec to refer to the Mexica, whereas
other scholars, such as Alfredo Lépez Austin, refuse to
use the word Aztec in reference to the Mexica. In this
work the word Mexica will be used for the inhabitants
of the great city of Tenochtitlan, the creators of the so-
called Aztec Empire. The word Aztec will be used as a
generic name to refer to the group of cultures that
inhabited the Valley of Mexico, such as the Tepanec of
Tlacopan (Tacuba) and Azcapotzalco, the Acolhua of
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Tetzcoco, the Chalca of Chalco, the Toltec of Colhua-
can, and so on. It is possible that the term Azzec will, in
some instances, include the Mexica people because it
reflects a shared cosmovision and a common set of
social and political practices. When a more precise
term is needed, Mexica or Mexica-Aztec will be used to
emphasize the reference to that particular people, as
well as the general Aztec culture.

The objective in writing this book was to con-
tinue the search for an understanding of Aztec civi-
lization and to discuss the main aspects of the culture
in a format that would allow the reader to appreciate
and admire the achievements of that long-gone,
magnificent civilization. The Aztec historian Her-
nando Alvarado Tezozomoc wrote in the 16th cen-
tury about keeping the historical memory of the
Aztec people:

Thus they have come to tell it [bistory],

thus they have come to record it in their
narration,

and for us they have painted it in their codices,

the ancient men, the ancient women.

Thus in the future

never will it perish, never will it be forgotten,

always we will treasure it . . .

we who carry their blood and their color,

we will tell it, we will pass it on

to those who do not yet live, who are yet to be
born,

the children of the Mexicans, the children of
the Tenochcans (1975: 4-5).

Modern-day archaeologist Michael Smith asserts
that the history of the Aztecs is fully alive and will
not be forgotten (2003: 293). It lives in the painted
codices, in the Spanish and Indian chronicles, in the
ruins of Aztec houses and temples, in their impres-
sive stone sculpture, and in the studies of scholars.
But more important, the Aztec history lives in the
Mexican people of today, those who live in the Valley
of Mexico, and those who are proud to keep the sym-
bol of the foundation of Tenochtitlan in their
national flag.
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(GUIDE TO PRONUNCIATION AND

SPELLING OF NAHUATL TERMS

he Nahuatl language, spoken among the Aztec

and among many present-day indigenous
groups, was phonetically transcribed in the Roman
alphabet by Spaniards during the 16th century.
Nahuatl words usually have the stress on the penulti-
mate (second to last) syllable. In modern times,
names of places or towns are often pronounced with
the rules of Spanish language, even writing the stress
mark on the last syllable, for example in Tenochtitlin
and Teotibuacdn. But in this book all words will follow
the rules of the Nahuatl language, including such
names of cities; therefore, they appear without the

VOWELS ARE PRONOUNCED AS IN

SPANISH:
a as “ah” in far Calmecac
e as “ay” in ace Tepetl
i as “ee” in deep Cintli
o as “oh” in tote Teotl
u as “00” in rule Tula

Spanish-accent mark and should be pronounced with
the stress on the penultimate syllable: TenochTItlan
and TeotiHUAcan.

CONSONANTS ARE PRONOUNCED
AS IN ENGLISH EXCEPT FOR THE
FOLLOWING:

as “sh” in shell Mexica, Xochimilco

z as “s” in suit Aztec, Azcapotzalco

hu as “w” in waste, Huehuetl, Abuitzotl
weed

11 as in fully Ollin, Calli

que, qui  as “kay” or “kee”  Quetzalcoatl,
in case, keep tianguiztli

cu as “kw” in guasar,  Coatlicue, Cuicatl
query

tl as in Thngit tlatoani, tecpat/

tz as in prerzel tzompantli,

tzitzimime
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MESOAMERICAN
CIVILIZATIONS AND
AZTEC ARCHAEOLOGY




he archaeology of Mesoamerica has revealed a

long and rich cultural history, from the small
butchering sites of Upper Paleolithic hunter-
gatherers to the large, well-populated city-states
present at the time of European contact. Following
is a synopsis of the cultural evolution of this area, as
well as a brief history of the archaeological research
about the Aztecs and a synopsis of the historical
resources written by some of the first Spaniards to
arrive in Mesoamerica. Although archaeology is
often a science of deduction, the Aztec are well
known through ethnographic data collected by the
first Spaniards who encountered this highly
advanced society, and several researchers have cor-
roborated the archaeological and historical
records.

The dates herein are approximations because dif-
ferent researchers have somewhat varying opinions
(although the advent of radiocarbon dating in about
1950 has aided in producing chronologies that are
more precise), and because continued research calls
for the revision of former conclusions. The major
periods—Preclassic, Classic, and Postclassic—are
further reduced into separate phases and subphases.
For the sake of brevity, some of these phases have
only been touched upon, and others have been omit-
ted. This synthesis includes only major known cul-
tures of pre-Columbian Mesoamerica.

While some village sites dependent on seafood
developed along the coast in the absence of agricul-
ture, the development of agriculture led to small
settlements showing the first manifestations of
urbanization, which in turn led to large and power-
ful cities comparable to those in the Old World.
Although cultural evolution is usually the result of
a dominant society of higher complexity over one
of lesser complexity, simple societies can develop
into more complex societies in the absence of a
highly complex society. Such was the case in
Mesoamerica.

Mesoamerica saw the rise of four large and pow-
erful unifying cultures before the Spanish conquest.
These were the Olmec, the Teotihuacanos, the
Toltec, and the Aztec. While the Maya never devel-
oped into an empire, their culture, which is still pre-
sent today, reached a vast area. Each of these
cultures was influential throughout Mesoamerica,
not only in its own time but for centuries later.

THE AREA OF
MESOAMERICA

Anthropologist Paul Kirchhoff first used the term
Mesoamerica (Greek for “Middle America”) to
describe the constricted land area in Mexico and
Central America with a shared cultural unity. The
northern boundary of the area lies in central Mexico,
at the southern edge of the Chihuahua desert; the
area extends south and east to contain southern Mex-
ico, including the Yucatin Peninsula, Guatemala,
Belize, El Salvador, and parts of Honduras,
Nicaragua, and the northern part of Costa Rica (see
map 1).

The physical environment ranges from arid
desert to hot and humid jungle. This diversity in cli-
mate results in a great variety of available food, both
plants and animals, as well as a multiplicity of mate-
rials for building shelters, making cloth, and trading
for exotic goods from other areas.

Temperatures vary considerably in Mesoamerica.
The area north of the Tropic of Cancer has rela-
tively hot summers and cold winters, whereas the
area south of the Tropic of Cancer has less tempera-
ture variation. Rainfall also fluctuates greatly
throughout the region. The northern reaches
of Mesoamerica, at the southern end of the
Chihuahua-Zacatecas Desert, may only get a few
centimeters of rain per year, while the Gulf Coast
area may get several meters. The rainy season typi-
cally lasts from May through October, September
being the rainiest month. March usually produces
the least amount of rainfall.

The shared cultural features of Mesoamerica
were mostly confined to this particular area,
although possible Mesoamerican influence can be
seen in the U.S. Southwest at sites such as Snake-
town in Arizona, as well as at Cahokia, in what is
now East St. Louis. Common features throughout
Mesoamerica included a calendar, hieroglyphic writ-
ing, books of bark paper and deer skin, knowledge of
astronomy, a ball game played with a solid rubber
ball on a special court, large markets with trade
ports, the use of chocolate beans as money, human
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CHRONOLOGICAL CHART OF MESOAMERICA
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sacrifice, confession and penance by drawing blood,
and a very complex pantheon.

'THE PEOPLE OF
MESOAMERICA

Prehistoric Period

During the Wisconsin Glaciation period at the end
of the Pleistocene era (approximately 50,000 to
10,000 B.C.E.), the ocean waters were frozen into
ice, lowering the sea level and exposing the Bering
land bridge, a strip of land approximately 600 miles
(1,000 km) wide that connected Siberia and Alaska.
It is a widely held belief in anthropology that
hunters on the Asian continent migrated to North
America across this land bridge. The exact date of
the migration and whether the migration occurred
in one or several waves are still open to scientific
debate because any archaeological sites located
along the Pacific coast are now obscured beneath
hundreds of feet of ocean water. What is known,
however, is that these hunter-gatherers spread south
across the North American continent, including
what is now Mexico, eventually reaching Tierra del
Fuego at the southern tip of South America. All of
the human skeletal material recovered from this
period indicates that these early hunters descended
from the Mongolians of Asia and were ancestral to
the American Indians. There is no evidence in
North America of earlier hominid species, such as
Neanderthals or Homo erectus.

HUNTER-GATHERERS

The earliest humans to occupy Mesoamerica were
hunter-gatherers who lived in small bands that
moved from place to place in search of food. These
nomadic hunter-gatherers did not establish towns or
villages during this period, but they often returned
to favorite areas year after year. Although these peo-
ple have been referred to as big-game hunters, any-
thing that was edible was gathered and eaten.

Animal remains uncovered at habitation sites reveal
that many different types of animals were exploited,
including large animals such as mammoths and
mastodons, as well as small animals, snails, snakes,
and marine animals.

As the climate became warmer and drier in the
early Holocene era (our current era, which started
in approximately 10,000 B.C.E.), many large animal
species, such as the mastodon, mammoth, horse,
camel, giant bison, ground sloth, and dire wolf,
became extinct, and large areas of the New World
were transformed into deserts. Wild plant foods
became a more important part of the hunter-
gatherer diet as meat became more scarce.

The Archaic Period
THE AGE OF DOMESTICATION

The next period, known as the Archaic period, is
referred to by scholars as the era of incipient cultiva-
tion, during which domesticated plant foods were
still not as important as wild plants and animals. The
term domestication can be defined as evolution
directed by the interference of humans as opposed
to evolution directed by natural selection. It refers to
the human manipulation of planting seeds. Radio-
carbon dating (also called carbon-14 or RC dating)
shows that domestication of plants began in approx-
imately 6000 B.C.E. At this time, humans realized
that seeds could be planted in a cleared area and left
to grow and that larger seeds would produce larger
plants.

Although people still relied mostly on hunting
and gathering, chili peppers, avocados and squash
began to be cultivated. Archaeologist Richard Mac-
Neish has estimated that approximately 5 percent
of the diet came from cultivated plants during the
Archaic period. Formal agriculture was still
unknown, but plots of ground were cleared close to
favored hunting and gathering areas, seeds were
planted, and the gardens were left to grow with lit-
tle or no tending. When the families or bands
returned to the area on the seasonal round, the gar-
dens were ready for reaping. This human interfer-
ence resulted in slightly larger plants than those
collected from the wild, an effort that maximized
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the crop’s yield for a less demanding amount of
work.

The domestication of plants in Mesoamerica led
to semi-sedentary villages. Larger bands, consisting
of several families, settled into these sites, and per-
haps only separated and moved out to hunt and
gather during the dry seasons. The few village sites
found are larger than the campsites of the nomadic
hunter-gatherers of the Glaciation period. This
early agricultural period lasted from 5000 B.C.E.
until 3400 B.C.E. Along with the crops previously
mentioned, bottle gourds, crookneck squash, and
beans began to be cultivated. The shift toward a
domesticated agriculture necessitated more durable
tools. True manos and metates (millstones used to
grind maize and seeds) were developed during this
period, as well as more delicate blades, end-scrapers,
and choppers, used for cutting and chopping plant
foods. As villages became established, the first evi-
dence of complex burials appears.

RISING SETTLEMENTS

Some time around 3400 B.C.E., approaching the end
of the Archaic period, permanent settlements began
to appear, although caves were still used by hunters.
"Two bean varieties were added to the list of domesti-
cated crops, and corn was greatly improved. Pump-
kins may also have been domesticated during this
period, and cotton was commonly harvested. Dogs
became a favored food, and the earliest Mesoameri-
can dog remains are found in sites dating to this
period. Storage pits allowed for a sedentary lifestyle;
however, analysis of coprolite (fossilized excrement)
has determined that the diet still consisted of about
70 percent wild plants and animals. Trapping or col-
lecting small game animals such as foxes, skunks,
turtles, lizards, and birds replaced the hunting of
larger game such as deer and peccaries. As a result,
the tool assemblage changed during this period,
from large projectile points to snares, net bags, long
obsidian blades, stone bowls, and oval metates.

The final stage of the Archaic period saw the
introduction of crude pottery around 2300 B.C.E.
The presence of pottery is one of the main indica-
tors of a fully sedentary society, as a more reliable
food supply would allow for some people to spend
time on specialized crafts and more durable items

1.1 This model in Mexico City’s Museum of Anthropology
includes manos and metates, Aztec instruments to grind
maize and seeds. (Fernando Gonzilez y Gonzilez)

could be utilized. During this period, agriculture
accounted for 35 to 40 percent of a villager’s diet.
Although some people still lived nomadically, many
lived in small pit-house villages.

Preclassic, or Formative,
Period

The Preclassic period, also called the Formative
period, saw yet another increase in sedentary vil-
lages, both in frequency and in size. As people
became more capable of producing their own food,
they could settle into one spot year-round. Both
effective farming and the abundance of ceramics
characterize the Preclassic phase. The beginning of
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the Preclassic period has been arbitrarily set at 1800
B.C.E., with the appearance of pottery in abundance.
Although hunting, gathering, and fishing were still
the primary economic activities, farming based on
maize, beans, and squash had progressed to the
point where permanent villages had sprung up
throughout Mesoamerica. The more reliable food
supply offered by farming resulted in a much larger
population and a more sedentary lifestyle. Small
permanent villages grew into large urban areas, with
permanent housing, markets, and religious centers.

CHIAPA DE CORZO

One of the earliest known permanent settlements
from the Preclassic period is found at Chiapa de
Corzo, in the Grijalva Depression of Chiapas in
southern Mexico. During the Middle Preclassic
period, around 700 B.C.E., the planned architectural
arrangements that later became common through-
out Mesoamerica had begun. At this time, Chiapa de
Corzo was the principal chiefdom in Chiapas and
may have evolved into a kingdom by the Late Pre-
classic, when the palace was constructed and the
temple was enlarged. The people of Chiapa de
Corzo were primarily farmers and potters. Maize
was processed on well-worn metates, and the pot-
tery technique was advanced and sophisticated.

Rain cults developed during the Early Preclassic
in areas as far north as the U.S. Southwest to the
southern frontier of high culture in Central Amer-
ica. Uncontrollable weather patterns, such as
droughts and floods, made the rain deity the oldest
and most important in the pantheon. In Mesoamer-
ica at this time, the rain deity was related to the cult
of the jaguar in the tropical lowlands of Veracruz
and Tabasco. The rain deity was called by different
names in different parts of Mesoamerica and later
came to be associated with other gods, such as agri-
cultural deities and war deities.

The Middle Preclassic period witnessed a great
increase in population and the establishment of per-
manent settlements. These large settlements show
signs of being the first urban areas in the New
World. Archaeologist Gordon Childe identified 10
criteria used to distinguish urban civilizations from
simpler societies: large, dense settlements; territori-
ally based states rather than kinship groups; capital

wealth gathered from taxes and tribute; monumental
public works; a class-stratified society; full-time craft
specialists; long-distance trade of luxury items; rep-
resentational art (including portraiture); writing;
and a true or exact science. These criteria are all
found at sites dating to the Preclassic period, as are
innovations in land use and the control of water for
irrigation. As competition for resources increased, as
a growing population demanded more food supplies
from land and water resources, society became more
stratified. The physical environment of Mesoamer-
ica favored certain areas that were ideal for the birth
of a class-based society.

THE OLMEC

Childe’s criteria are fully manifested in the coastal
plains of the northern end of the Isthmus of Tehuan-
tepec, in southern Veracruz, and adjacent Tabasco.
The remains found in this area are Olmec, a culture
named after a small, historically known people called
the Olmeca who inhabited the area much later. The
Preclassic discoveries are thought to represent the
ancestors of this historical Olmeca group, or
Olmeca-Xicallanca, and are therefore referred to as
the “archaeological Olmecs” in an attempt to clarify
the use of the same name for two different peoples
who lived in the same area at different times. What
these people actually called themselves is a mystery,
as is where they came from. The Aztec spoke of an
ancient government in a legendary land called
Tamoanchan, located on the Gulf Coast. Tamoan-
chan is not a Nahuatl (the language of the Aztec)
name, but rather comes from the Mayan language.
Since the Olmec heartland is virtually surrounded
by Mayan-speaking peoples, it has been hypothe-
sized that the Olmec were also a Mayan-speaking
people. However, recent linguistic research suggests
that the Olmec spoke a form of the Mixe-Zoquean
language, from which the Maya borrowed many of
their words, especially for high-status items.
Although the origins of the Olmec are unknown at
this time, the Olmec contributions to Mesoamerican
culture are significant, including a style of art that
spread throughout Mesoamerica and perhaps the
first great religious or ceremonial organization. For
these contributions, their culture is referred to as the
“Mother Culture of Mesoamerica.”
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San Lorenzo San Lorenzo is the earliest known
urban settlement in Mesoamerica. First excavated in
1945 by Matthew Stirling, San Lorenzo is located
approximately 36 miles (60 kilometers) from the
Gulf Coast along the Coatzacoalcos River in Ver-
acruz and is believed to date from 1500 to 400
B.C.E., with its peak between 1150 and 900 B.C.E. It
may have been the largest center of civilization in
Preclassic Mesoamerica. The first three phases at
San Lorenzo, dating from 1500 to 1150 B.C.E., are
considered to be pre-Olmec. What began as a small
farming village, part of the widespread early farming
culture influenced by the Pacific Coast, later became
the largest settlement of its time in Mesoamerica.

Modest construction began after 1350 B.C.E., but
after 1250 B.C.E., the Olmec quarried basalt 42 miles
(70 kilometers) away in the Tuxtla Mountains. They
floated giant boulders of basalt out to sea and moved
them up the Coatzacoalcos River on rafts. These
basalt boulders were used in monumental carvings.
During the earliest phase at San Lorenzo, ceramic
items were also being produced. The ceramic com-
plex known as the Olmec, characterized by small
solid and large hollow figurines, appeared about
1150 B.C.E. The Olmec also made pots and dishes
decorated with the simple motifs seen on larger
sculptures.

During the Middle Preclassic period, large-scale
architecture appeared at San Lorenzo in the form of
a large, earth platform that rose above the fertile
floodplains of the rivers to a height of about 150 feet
(45 meters). The platform, located atop a natural
plateau above the rivers and measuring 1,200 meters
by 750 meters (3,960 feet by 2,475 feet), was con-
structed of fill brought up from below in baskets.
Many mounds, rectangular courts, and pyramids
were built on top of it. Although basalt boulders
were imported for use in other monuments, none
were used in erecting this monument. Rather the
platform and the individual structures were built of
locally available sedimentary rock, colored clay, and
soil. This platform is thought to be the first large-
scale modification of the physical environment in
Mesoamerica and was apparently used for civic-
religious functions rather than for agricultural use.
This example of a public works project was among
the first of what would develop into the Olmec cul-
ture. The amount of work required to build the plat-

form and to carve the massive monuments indicates
that there was a stratified society in place, with a rul-
ing class to direct the work of laborers belonging to
lower classes.

The most famous archaeological finds related to
the Olmec are the colossal heads, carved of imported
basalt. Each represents a human head, with no ele-
ments of supernatural features, and they are thought
to be portraits of Olmec rulers. These heads are as
large as three meters (10 feet) in height and weigh as
much as several tons. Each carving wears a helmet
similar to that used in the ball game played through-
out Mesoamerica and may indicate the origins of the
game.

Although obsidian sourcing indicates a large
long-distance trade network, the developments at
San Lorenzo are considered to be indigenous to the
area and not the result of external sources migrating
into the area.

From 1150 to 900 B.C.E., changes occurred in the
material culture. Stone monuments became more
abundant, and more-complex iconographic motifs
began to appear on ceramics. Ceramic figurines
appeared in greater numbers and varieties, including
those depicting ball players.

Sometime during the 11th century B.C.E., many
of the stone monuments were deliberately destroyed,
removed from their platform and then buried in the
surrounding ravines. Why this occurred is unknown,
but San Lorenzo was abandoned in approximately
1000 B.C.E. Scholars discuss two theories for the
destruction of the stone monuments: One possibility
suggests a foreign invasion, and the other proposes a
ritual “killing” of the monuments to prevent their
power from being usurped by enemies.

La Venta Current data indicate that there was a
power shift from San Lorenzo to La Venta after 900
B.C.E.; however, this is only a tenuous interpretation,
as there is little data from other Olmec sites. La
Venta, located on an island in a coastal swamp in the
modern-day state of Tabasco, was originally thought
to be a ceremonial center where people from outly-
ing areas would meet for ritual celebrations or to
market. However, further archaeological research
conducted from 1985 to 1988 by Rebecca Gonzilez
Lauck and William Rust revealed a large cosmopoli-
tan center with residential areas and an outlying
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1.2 Olmec colossal bead from San Lorenzo, Veracruz
(Getty Images)

population occupying small “islands” on high land
along the rivers.

The oldest known pyramid in North America is
located at La Venta and is thought to be a represen-
tation of a volcanic cone in the Tuxtla Mountains,
about 40 miles away. This earthen mound towers 32
meters (105.6 feet). Like the Olmec at San Lorenzo,
the La Venta Olmec quarried basalt from the Tuxtla
Mountains for use in their colossal heads and other
sculptures. It was once thought that the Olmec
revered those mountains as sacred and therefore
built the pyramid as a monument dedicated to that
place. Recent excavations at the site have revealed
that the pyramid is actually rectangular with stepped
sides and inset corners. Because pyramids often con-
tain elaborate tombs, it is now thought that the
structure at La Venta may be an extension of the
ancient idea of the burial mound or monument. As
this particular pyramid has yet to be excavated, it is
still unknown whether this is the case.

Although La Venta suffered a violent end around
400-300 B.C.E., as shown by the destruction of many
of its monuments, it remained a cult center. Offer-
ings of Late Preclassic ceramics and a Spanish olive
jar from the early colonial period were found at the
site. Archaeologists Philip Drucker and Robert
Heizer believe that offerings may have been made
there in modern times.

Tres Zapotes and the Origins of Early Writing
Tres Zapotes lies about 96 miles (160 kilometers)
northwest of La Venta, in the low hills above the
basin formed by the Papaloapan and San Juan
Rivers. It consists of approximately 50 earth mounds
spread over a distance of roughly two miles (3.2 kilo-
meters); there is little evidence to indicate a ranked
hierarchy among the architectural groupings. While
Tres Zapotes was occupied at the same time as La
Venta, it reached its peak during the Late Preclassic
period.

There is evidence, though weak, that associates
the beginnings of writing in Mexico with the settle-
ment at Tres Zapotes. This evidence consists of jade
artifacts that are now in public and private collec-
tions. Because their provenance is unknown, they do
not constitute conclusive evidence; however, they
are carved in the Olmec style and are incised with
hieroglyphs that appear to be ancestral to Mayan
glyphs. This early Mesoamerican writing is associ-
ated with the calendar. Historical events such as
births, marriages, conquests, and deaths are put into
a chronological framework, and one of the main
functions of this early writing appears to be the
legitimization of ascension to the throne.

If writing indeed began at Tres Zapotes, it may
have joined an early dating system. One of the oldest
dated monuments in the New World was found at
Tres Zapotes. Known as Stela C, it is a basalt monu-
ment with a were-jaguar (one of the important sym-
bols of Olmec society) on one side and a Long
Count date corresponding to September 3, 32
B.C.E., of the Gregorian calendar on the other. (The
Long Count is a calendrical computation system,
originally developed by the Maya that establishes a
starting, or “Zero,” date and from there counts the
days elapsed.) Another artifact, a duck-billed winged
figure with human features known as the Tuxtla Fig-
urine, has a Long Count date corresponding to
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March 14, 162 C.E. As both of these artifacts were
found in the Olmec heartland, it is possible that it
was the Olmec who invented the Long Count dating
system and possibly developed the astronomical
observations for which the Maya have been credited.
However, another artifact with a Long Count date
of December 8, 36 B.C.E., was found outside the
Olmec heartland. As it predates Stela C by four
years, it is still unknown exactly when and where the
Long Count Calendar was developed.

The Origins of Mesoamerican Iconography: The
Were-Jaguar and Other Animal Motifs While
San Lorenzo, La Venta, and Tres Zapotes do not
encompass the entire Olmec world, they are of great
importance. The iconography associated with Meso-
american religion is first found at these three sites.

One of the religious symbols found is the were-
jaguar, a hybrid of jaguar and human. The Olmec
apparently believed that in the distant past a woman
cohabitated with a jaguar, and together they pro-
duced a line of were-jaguars who became the found-
ing rulers of the Olmec civilization. These creatures
are represented in Olmec art with features such as a
plump infant would have, except that they also pos-
sess snarling mouths, toothless gums or long fangs,
and claws. Their heads are cleft, divided in such a
way as to remind the viewer of the place where corn
emerges from the ground, and they are always
depicted as sexless. Although Miguel Covarrubias,
an artist and archaeologist, felt that all of the rain
gods found throughout Mesoamerica could be
derived from the were-jaguar, a greenstone figure
found outside Las Limas, Veracruz, contradicts that
hypothesis. This figure is of an adolescent boy hold-
ing a were-jaguar in his arms. Incised on both shoul-
ders and both knees are the profile heads of four
different gods, each having distinctive features but
all featuring cleft heads. This adolescent figure led
to research that indicated that the Olmec wor-
shipped a variety of gods, not all of which had the
features of the were-jaguar.

Other common Mesoamerican icons found in
Olmec art are animals such as the crocodile, eagle,
and shark. A bearded face, a supernatural being
often thought to be a rain god, and a feathered ser-
pent are also common. Often, the serpent is shown
with a man sitting inside its gaping mouth, which

probably represents a cave. It would be tempting to
interpret these symbols as having the same meaning
as they did at the time of the Spanish conquest, but
to do so would be merely speculation and requires a
careful iconographic analysis.

The Mother Culture of Mesoamerica As men-
tioned above, the Olmec were apparently responsible
for what would later become trans-Mesoamerican art
styles and religious beliefs, hence giving the Olmec
culture the distinction of being the Mother Culture
of Mesoamerica. Olmec cultural traits emanated
from San Lorenzo, La Venta, and Tres Zapotes, and
then traveled from the heartland in southern Vera-
cruz and Tabasco into all other areas of Mesoamer-
ica, as far as the west coast of Guerrero and south
into El Salvador. Whether this diffusion of influence
occurred because of a ruling empire, a common set of
religious beliefs, or through a vast trade network or
colonization remains unknown.

Classic Period

The Classic period spanned from 200 to 900 C.E. It
was characterized by remarkable cultural develop-
ment. Some scholars have referred to it as Meso-
america’s Golden Age. Great advancements took
place in astronomy, mathematics, calendrics, art,
architecture, urbanization, writing, ceramics, and
religious ceremonies.

THE ZAPOTEC

Around 1000 B.C.E., power moved from the Olmec
heartland to the Valley of Oaxaca, which was (and
still is) occupied by the Zapotec people. Located in
the southern highlands of Mexico, the Valley of
Oaxaca is a Y-shaped drainage basin with an area of
approximately 1,500 square miles (2,500 square kilo-
meters) and consists of three zones—an alluvial
plain, a gently sloped piedmont, and a steep moun-
tain area, with agriculture almost exclusively con-
fined to the lower two areas.

Monte Albian The Zapotec capital, Monte Albin,
is a magnificent example of engineering. The cere-
monial center marked by stone-faced pyramids is
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located atop a high, steep ridge about 1,320 feet (400
meters) above the valley floor. Construction of the
pyramids had begun by 750 B.C.E. It has been esti-
mated that by 200 B.C.E., the population at Monte
Albin was 10,000-17,000. Once again, it is
unknown where these people originally came from
or why the area developed as it did. It has been pro-
posed that the area developed because of a competi-
tion for environmental resources, because of a
commercial need for a trade route post, and because
of a need for a defensible location. However, archae-
ologists William Sanders and Deborah Nichols
argue against these possibilities, noting that the pop-
ulation was well below carrying capacity during the
Preclassic period and that the elevated location is
too inconvenient to facilitate trade. Sanders and
Nichols instead suggest that either a group of farm-
ers colonized the valley from outside or agriculture
developed from a local hunter-gathering population.
These arguments are based on the amount of arable
land available, as well as the availability of water for
irrigation in the lower zones. Rainfall in the valley is
moderate, making the control of water extremely
important for crop survival. Whatever the reasons
for its development, Monte Albin was a large urban
area that survived until the Spanish conquest.
Besides having been the capital of the Oaxacan
Zapotec, Monte Albin is also significant for its con-
tribution to the Mesoamerican calendar. The
Mesoamerican calendar appeared during the late
Middle Preclassic, and it is clear that the historic
Mesoamericans relied on two calendars—a 260-day
ritual calendar and a 365-day solar calendar. Every
52 years, the first day of the ritual calendar coin-
cided with the first day of the solar calendar. A stela
found at Monte Albdn has been interpreted as the
260-day ritual calendar, the first to suggest that the
masses were organized by a schedule of rituals. It is
interesting to note that the Long Count dating sys-
tem found at Tres Zapotes, which would be highly
used by the Maya later, is absent at Monte Alban.

THE MAYA

As early as 2000 B.C.E., the Maya lived in small fish-
ing villages; they later developed large settlements.
The area occupied by the Maya consists of the mod-
ern Mexican states of Yucatin, Quintana Roo,

Campeche, Chiapas, and Tabasco, as well as Belize,
Guatemala, western Honduras, and El Salvador.
The heartland of Classic Maya civilization lay in the
northern lowlands of Guatemala and extended into
what is now Belize. Millions of Maya still occupy
this area, with many of them still living according to
traditional Maya practices and beliefs and speaking
Mayan languages (at the time of conquest, the
Spaniards recorded 31 Mayan languages). Although
Maya civilization flourished for thousands of years,
there was never a single Maya empire. Instead, sev-
eral smaller states developed. Despite this, there was
a cultural unity throughout the Maya region, as
demonstrated in the artistic and architectural styles,
rituals, and elite goods.

While the written language of the Maya was ini-
tially thought to be indecipherable, art historians,
linguists, archaeologists, and epigraphers (those who
study ancient written languages) working since the
1950s have been able to decipher the majority of
hieroglyphic texts. These texts reveal a long history
of war and dominance by secular rulers. The Mayan
languages are significantly different from other lan-
guages of Mesoamerica and vary among one another
in the same way that European Romance languages
vary. This similarity to European languages indi-
cates a fairly recent origin, an extensive interaction,
or both.

Although the Maya culture began to develop
during the Early Preclassic period, it was during the
Late Preclassic that many of the cultural markers
began to appear. The most notable of these is the
architecture demonstrated in massive ceremonial
buildings and palaces, as well as the development of
complex communities. (For more details about
Maya culture, see the Handbook to Life in the Ancient
Maya World in this same series.)

THE TEOTIHUACANOS

The Classic period was a time of remarkable devel-
opments in Mesoamerica. Up until this time, popu-
lations were greatest at the southern end of the
Valley of Mexico. It was during the Early Classic
period that the Valley of Teotihuacan experienced a
rapid population growth with a correlating decline
of population throughout the Valley of Mexico
that lasted the 500 to 600 years of Teotihuacan
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dominance. During this time the peoples of
Mesoamerica built large cities comparable to those
in other parts of the world. Archaeologist William
Sanders has estimated that by the end of the Early
Classic period, despite the population decline due
to the popularity of Teotihuacan, the population of
the Valley of Mexico was still 40 times greater than
during the Middle Preclassic.

Ideas that began during the Preclassic period
reached their full development during the Classic.
For instance, writing may have become utilized
throughout most Mesoamerican regions, and the
pantheon of gods and goddesses that the Olmec had
created multiplied and became collectively shared
throughout Mesoamerica. Human sacrifice also
became more common and widespread throughout
the Gulf region.

The City of Teotihuacan While the Valley of
Mexico had been occupied for many millennia,
major settlements had not appeared in the area, and
cultural developments lagged behind those of the
Olmec and other earlier societies until the Classic
period. Despite a lack of metal tools and beasts of
burden, the people of the Classic period were able to
build large cities, the greatest one being Teotihua-
can. In 600 C.E., Teotihuacan was the sixth largest
city in the world. Teotihuacan is located in a small
valley approximately 27 miles (45 kilometers) north-
east of present-day Mexico City. Itis in a high (7,425
feet [2,250 meters] above mean sea level), relatively
flat basin and is environmentally suitable for the cul-
tivation of maize and beans, as well as other crops.
However, the tracts suitable for canal irrigation are
tew and localized.

It is still not known where these people, known
simply as the Teotihuacanos, came from, nor how
they called themselves. The name of the city comes
from the Aztec and means “place of the gods.” Most
of the population likely came from other settlements
in the Valley of Mexico, as well as other areas. The
population of Tlaxcala, located east of Teotihuacan,
decreased as the population of Teotihuacan
increased. The Tlaxcalans had been erecting build-
ings in the talud-tablero style (consisting of a sloped
wall with a horizontal panel above) since about 300
B.C.E., and this architectural style became one of the
distinguishing features of Teotihuacan. It is unlikely

that Teotihuacan gained control without warfare,
and sites dated from just prior to or during the early
stages of development are in defensible locations.
While warfare may have originally been symbolic (as
with the later Aztec), it was probably quite real at the
onset of Teotihuacan society.

Despite the mystery surrounding Teotihuacano
origins, there is evidence that suggests the reasons
they chose this area for their great city. The first set-
tlement lies approximately a half mile west of the
Temple of the Moon. It does not seem that water
was the reason for selecting this location; better
springs were located to the southwest. The attrac-
tion to this site appears to have been its proximity to
a group of caves. Caves play an important role in
Mesoamerican religion and mythology. Pre-
Columbian Mesoamericans believed that caves were
the source for humankind’s origin, and for the Sun
and Moon’s origin as well. It was also believed that
caves provided access to the Underworld and to the
womb of the Earth and are therefore symbols of the
earth’s fertility. The decision to settle this location,
then, was probably guided by religious beliefs;
Teotihuacan was considered to be a sacred center by
people across Mesoamerica. An extensive network of
caves runs in a southeasterly direction under the
Pyramids of the Sun and Moon. Directly under the
Pyramid of the Sun is a lava tube that runs more
than 100 meters and ends in four chambers. Inter-
estingly, use of this cave predates the construction of
the pyramid, and the cave remained a cult center
after the decline of the city. There are no natural
springs located in this cave (which would have made
it exceptionally sacred), and so U-shaped drains were
installed to channel water inside. The cavernous
space is roofed with basalt slabs, and the walls are
plastered in mud.

Architectural Dominance The city, covering
more than 12 square miles (20 square kilometers), is
architecturally dominated by two large pyramids,
the Pyramid of the Moon and the Pyramid of the
Sun; a wide street known as the Avenue of the Dead,
which runs north to south; and the Temple of Quet-
zalcoatl, the centerpiece of the Ciudadela (Citadel).
More than 100 other temples, shrines, altars, and
smaller temple mounds dot the city plan. At first
thought to be about a mile long, the Avenue of the

HANDBOOK TO LIFE IN THE AZTEC WORLD

12



Dead actually runs for almost three miles (five kilo-
meters) southward from the Pyramid of the Moon.
The Pyramid of the Sun, the Pyramid of the Moon,
the Ciudadela, residences for the elite, and smaller
pyramids and platforms are all located along the
first mile of the avenue and may have contributed to
the initial belief that the avenue only ran that
length. An east-west trending road crosses the
Avenue of the Dead at the Ciudadela. Also located
at the city are more than 2,000 apartment com-
pounds, a sign that Teotihuacan supported a sub-
stantial population.

Many people from Mesoamerica would have
been attracted to the marketplace, and this increase
in migration and trade would have led to problems
regarding social control. Sacred symbols, as well as
the sacredness of the site itself, would have provided
the basis for social control. It appears that Teotihua-
can was the first place in Mesoamerica to turn the
agricultural fertility cult into a state religion.

Stone Monuments Carved stone monuments are
less common at Teotihuacan than at earlier settle-
ments. A few stone statues exist, one of which is a
water goddess, predecessor to the later Aztec god-
dess Chalchiuhtlicue, found in the plaza of the Pyra-
mid of the Moon. Another is a composite stela
thought to be a field marker for the ball game played
throughout Mesoamerica. If this is the case, it is the
earliest evidence for the ball game in the Valley of
Mexico.

A Different Method of Writing The writing sys-
tem at Teotihuacan differed from the inscription
systems in other parts of Mesoamerica. Rather than
a fully developed written language, there appears to
be a well-developed protolanguage. There are few
linear texts, making discovery and interpretation dif-
ficult. Anthropologist James Langley began to look
at Teotihuacan art from a different perspective and
searched for patterns of abstract decorations and
motifs. He found them in the costumes, ornaments,
attributes of figures, and representations of the nat-
ural world. He referred to these repetitive designs as
notational signs. Because the spoken language at
Teotihuacan is still unknown, it is difficult to attain a
complete understanding of the written language.
Archaeologist Karl Taube, more recently, has pro-

vided further analysis about the nature of Teotihua-
can’s writing.

A City with Influence There is clear evidence of
trade between the Teotihuacanos and Maya. It was
during this period that the Maya began using the
military imagery of Teotihuacan, and the first large-
scale Maya territorial war may have occurred during
the late fourth century. Yet the decline of Teotihua-
can began after 500 C.E. with the disintegration of
commercial ties with northwestern Mexico and the
Guatemalan highlands. A century later, the only
outside relationship Teotihuacan had was with El
Tajin in Veracruz.

The City’s Decline From 650 until 750 C.E., the
city still prospered but no new construction
appeared. During this period, ceramic figurines
became larger and represented deities or elites and
warriors, and murals became more secular and
began to portray rulers.

In approximately 750 C.E., a large fire, deliber-
ately set, destroyed the political and religious center
of the city. The destruction selectively targeted tem-
ples, pyramids, and public buildings. Monuments
were looted, sculptures were shattered, and divine
effigies were destroyed. More than a mile (two kilo-
meters) of architecture was demolished, smashed,
and burned—such severe devastation would have
required a large task force and probably took several
days or even weeks. It is still unknown who was
responsible for the mass destruction, but speculation
leans toward local residents or close outsiders (possi-
bly including Tolteca-Chichimeca groups) who may
have grown tired of the ruling dynasty. Available
data indicate that the destruction was relatively
bloodless, indicating that it may have occurred dur-
ing a time of internal conflict. Another indication of
internal conflict is that, although the center of the
city met with almost total destruction, the outlying
areas were left standing. Archaeologist René Millon
believes that for Teotihuacan to have been destroyed
with such violence, the state government must have
been nearly impotent. Although a population of
about 40,000 remained after its fall, Teotihuacan was
never again the capital of a regional state.

The ritual destruction of monuments dates back
at least to the Olmec. In fact, in Teotihuacan, the
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Temple of Quetztalcoatl had been the subject of rit-
ual destruction at an earlier date and was afterward
rebuilt in front of and on top of what had been
destroyed. The magnitude of the destruction at
Teotihuacan sets it apart. While the form of destruc-
tion was ritual, its purpose appears to have been
political.

TLAXCALA

While Teotihuacan was the largest settlement dur-
ing the Classic period, it did not exist in isolation,
and many contemporary cities thrived as well. As
mentioned above, the talud-tablero architectural style
found at Teotihuacan came from the Tlaxcala area.
This area began developing several hundred years
before Teotihuacan, and its florescence was mani-
fested in more than 25 civic-ceremonial centers.
The trade route between the Valley of Mexico and
the southern lowlands, known as the Teotihuacan
Corridor, was established well before the develop-
ment of Teotihuacan, and Tlaxcala was a gateway
that probably served as a distribution center.
Although Teotihuacan dominated the Valley of
Mexico, its influence in Tlaxcala was concentrated
in the northern part of that state, with very little
influence present in other sites such as Cholula in
the modern state of Puebla.

CACAXTLA

Cacaxtla, probably dating to the Preclassic period,
is famous for its murals. In 1975, looters discovered
the murals in several buildings spread throughout
the city, and they reported their find to local
priests, who in turn notified the INAH. Controlled
excavations ensued, during which five different
phases of construction were identified. Offerings at
the site consist of more than 200 bones, most of
which belong to children, including unborn
infants. They had been sacrificed by cremation,
mutilation, and dismemberment, and the bone frag-
ments found suggest that they were also sacrificed
by having their skulls crushed. The skeletons of 10
children, each accompanied by a dog, were found in
one of the passageways. Ethnographic data from the
Aztec indicate that children were sacrificed during
the Tlaloc festival and upon completion of a temple

or building; this may also have been the case at
Cacaxtla.

The murals at Cacaxtla are Mayan in style, with
human figures depicted more realistically than the
more geometric figures of Teotihuacan. The Maya
God L, the lord of merchants, is depicted in a mural
in the Venus Temple. Writing found at Cacaxtla is
not Mayan, however. It is a hybrid of Teotihuacan
and Oaxacan scripts, as well as unique innovative
elements, and was used to identify key figures.
Although the art style at Cacaxtla indicates Mayan
presence, there is little other cultural material to
support it, and the Mayan traits were probably
imported by an intermediate group, such as the
Olmeca-Xicallanca, whose homeland was adjacent
to the Mayan area. Lying 15 miles (25 kilometers)
northeast of Cholula, Cacaxtla was referred to by
Diego Muifioz Camargo, an early Spanish chroni-
cler, as the seat and fortress of the Olmeca-
Xicallanca.

During the Epiclassic period, from 650 to 900
C.E., several smaller cities competed for the power
that had disintegrated with the fall of Teotihuacan.
New political and trade alliances were formed, and a
new artistic style developed. Foreigners, likely from
the Gulf Coast lowlands and Yucatin Peninsula,
arrived in the Valley of Mexico and its surrounding
highlands. As in Cacaxtla’s case, the connection
between these peoples and the Maya has been
observed in the archaeological record.

CANTONA

The city of Cantona, located in the modern state of
Puebla, was occupied during the Classic period and
was second in size to Teotihuacan, but sometime
during the early Epiclassic period, housing com-
pounds appeared. Unlike the compounds found at
Teotihuacan, these were groups of house mounds
that were sealed off except for one point of access.
Access to the sacred architecture was carefully con-
trolled through walkways and gates. Archaeologists
have thus far located 24 I-shaped ball courts and
believe that 18 of these were in use at one time. A
large amount of carved stone and sculpture has
been found there, much of it characterized by
a revealed Mayan influence and detailed phallic
representations.
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Eventually, the entire site was fortified, and a
dense population grew. The city remained fortified
until about 1000 C.E., when it was abandoned.
Although considered to be an important site, less
than 1 percent of the site surface has been investi-
gated, and there is very little literature available on
archaeological work conducted there.

EL TAJIN

El Tajin, in northern Veracruz, is another important
Epiclassic site. There are at least 17 ball courts and
an elite center present in ruins. The site was named
by the modern Totonac, who believe that 12 old
men, the lords of the thunderstorm (the rain god),
live in the ruins there.

First occupied during the Classic period and
closely allied with Teotihuacan, El Tajin was quite
extensive and covered an area of approximately 146
acres, with other ruins scattered over several thou-
sand acres. Sometime during the seventh or early
eighth century, El Tajin began its systematic con-
quest of other sites in the region, and evidence of
Classic culture is found in the fill (the soil that falls in
between structures, essentially burying them) of Epi-
classic buildings. El Tajin was ultimately destroyed
by fire around 1000 C.E.

At the center of El Tajin lies the Pyramid of the
Niches. Small by Mesoamerican standards (only
about 60 feet [18 meters] high), the pyramid is a
four-sided structure built in the talud-tablero style
and is characterized by six tiers rising to an upper
sanctuary and carved stone blocks facing each tier.
Each tier has 365 niches carved into the facades.
This form of architecture is a signature mark of El
Tajin and appears at other sites influenced by or
conquered by El Tajin. The largest palatial complex
at the site is the Building of the Columns, with nar-
rative scenes depicting ceremonial life carved on the
columns. A complex system of drains, canals, and
storage tanks was developed to divert water for stor-
age and runoff.

The iconography of Classic-period Veracruz is
distinct from that of other areas, with human sacri-
fice being the most important theme. One relief
carving at El Tajin, in the South Ball Court, shows a
ritual scene complete with human sacrifice. The
scene depicts a ball player on the ball court, fully

regaled in athletic clothing, being sacrificed; the
Death God rising from a vase of pulque behind him
prepares to receive the sacrifice. A common icon
associated with human sacrifice is the vampire bat,
which would have been attracted to blood spilled
during a sacrifice or bloodletting ritual. Art historian
Michael Kampen postulates that the presence of the
feasting vampire bats may have been interpreted as a
sign that the gods accepted the sacrificial offerings.
The vulture is another recurrent motif in the art at
El Tajin and probably represented the gods’ accep-
tance of the blood offerings as well.

LA QUEMADA

The northwestern Mesoamerican frontier, bor-
dered by the modern states of Durango, Zacatecas,
and Sinaloa, did not see any large cities until the
Epiclassic period. La Quemada, which flourished
from 500 to 900 C.E. and was located in the Mal-
paso Valley approximately 30 miles (50 kilometers)
southeast of modern Zacatecas, lies in ruins. Its
location on a hilltop offered a defensible position.
Walls built for defensive purposes have been
found, and it seems that most of the population
lived behind these walls. While neither the calen-
dar nor an extensive writing system was present at
La Quemada, the Mesoamerican ideology was
expressed in architectural structures, ceramic deco-
rations, iconographic depictions, and sacrificial
practices. The large quantity of disarticulated
bones found at La Quemada and at other popula-
tion centers in the area indicates that warfare and
possibly human sacrifice played major roles in
these civilizations. Several indicators suggests this.
The tzompantli (skull rack) was a major architec-
tural innovation of La Quemada and was subse-
quently used to exhibit trophy heads from
sacrificial victims. Other innovations of La Que-
mada were the colonnaded hall, usually with a
sunken patio, and the steep-sided pyramid. The
colonnaded hall, an I-shaped ball court, and the
steep-sided pyramid are all connected by a raised
causeway, similar to the causeways found in the
Yucatec area. At one time, the academic commu-
nity considered La Quemada to be a station along
the “turquoise road” from Chaco Canyon, in the
present-day U.S. Southwest, to Tula in central
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Mexico. However, archaeologist Ben Nelson’s
research indicates that the rise of La Quemada pre-
dated those societies. As with other settlements in
pre-Columbian Mexico, La Quemada was burned
and abandoned around 900 C.E., but modern radio-
carbon testing indicates that the site was possibly
used as a shrine after its abandonment.

AL'TA VISTA

Alta Vista, also known as Chalchihuites, approxi-
mately 105 miles (175 kilometers) northwest of La
Quemada, also dates to the Epiclassic period. The
site is located in an area with a great deal of mineral
deposits, including malachite, jadeite, hematite,
chert, and flint. These deposits were mined exten-
sively beginning in the Late Preclassic, with an
expansion after 400 C.E. Teotihuacan controlled Alta
Vista, and the mined mineral products were taken to
the capital city for processing. Alta Vista’s cultural
peak occurred about 800-850 C.E., during which
time the central temple was remodeled into a pyra-
mid. In about 900 C.E., parts of the city were
burned, and much of the population emigrated.

The Postclassic Period

The Postclassic period spanned from 900 to 1521
C.E. It was characterized by change produced by
migrations and militarism. The majority of the cul-
tures of the Classic period collapsed, and new
groups such as the Toltecs and the Aztecs emerged.

THE TOLTEC

Although no cities the likes of Teotihuacan devel-
oped during the Epiclassic, the influence of that
great city continued through that period and into
the next. The power vacuum created by the fall of
Teotihuacan was filled by the Toltec of Tula in the
Postclassic period. Tula apparently was not an
empire; however, it was the largest city in
Mesoamerica at that time. The Toltec influenced
much of Mesoamerica, as well as much of northern
Mexico, parts of the Guatemalan highlands, and
most of the Yucatin Peninsula. Later central Mexi-
can cultures and Mayan dynasties did not fail to
claim descent from the Toltec.

Tula Lying 36 miles (60 kilometers) northwest of
Teotihuacan, in the present-day state of Hidalgo,
Tula was originally settled in the Late Preclassic
period as a center for mining lime to be used in
building the large city. The provincial center,
Chingu, was located about six miles (10 kilometers)
east of Tula and was composed of a large plaza and
numerous residential compounds. As Teotihuacan
began its greatest expansion, ties with Tula were cut.
Many people stayed in the region, however, making
their living by farming in the lower terrain, which
provided the best soil.

Tula was an ethnically diverse city comprised of
peoples from different backgrounds, including the
Nonoalca (originally from the lowlands), the
Olmeca-Xicallanca (who came from the Puebla-
Tlaxcala area, but probably originated in the Gulf
lowlands), the Mixtec, and the Chichimec, who
came from the northwest. Many of the people at
Tula were great artists and craftspeople, and the
name 7o/tec comes from the Nahuatl word referring
to a skilled craftsperson or artisan. After the fall of
both La Quemada and Alta Vista in the north, inno-
vations such as the skull rack and colonnaded hall
from those cities appeared in Tula, indicating migra-
tion or cultural diffusion from the north. Central
Mexicans referred to all of these peoples from the
north as the Chichimec. As these were urban-
dwelling peoples known to be obsidian and flint
workers, turquoise artists, and feather workers, the
founding of Tula by the Chichimec is a logical,
though not definite, conclusion. The Aztec claim
that the Toltec were great artists is evident in the
shell and stone mosaics, metal and turquoise orna-
ments, and plumbate ceramics—the first true glazed
ceramics in the Western Hemisphere, which were
produced along the Pacific coastal plain near the
modern Mexican-Guatemalan border. These wares
were probably commissioned by the Toltec.

During the first half of the 10th century, Tula
experienced an expansion into urbanism. The city
covered nearly eight square miles (13 square kilome-
ters), and the peak population has been estimated at
30,000 to 60,000 people. The residents of the major
settlement at Tula, known as Tula Grande, did not
produce food, but were craftspeople, tradespeople,
and religious leaders. However, the residents of the
outlying areas did more than produce food; they
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mined lime and also produced manos, metates, and
chert tools.

The Cult of Quetzalcoatl The major occupation
of the site was during the Tollan phase, from 950
to 1150 C.E. Tula Grande was the only major civic-
religious center during this phase. This period coin-
cides with the life of a prestigious and wise ruler
known as Quetzalcoatl, whose identity was conflated
with the god Feathered Serpent and, in time,
became deified. This cultural hero was credited with
bringing his people the greatest developments and
splendors in the arts, sciences, written words, and all
elements of civilization. He came to be considered a
man-god by other cultures, as well, a symbol of the
glory of the Toltec, wisdom, and the power of medi-
ation between heaven and earth.

The Art of Sacrifice Representations of the gods
are rare at Tula, whose carvings depict mostly images
of military power. Toltec iconography reflects a
strong warrior aristocracy, as in the famous Atlantes.
There are several images of the eagle vessel, used to

.

1.3 The Atlantes of Tula stand on top of the Temple of Tlabuizcalpantecubtli. (Manuel Aguilar-Moreno)

receive human hearts, as well as the tzompantli, or
skull rack, used to display human heads. One actual
tzompantli was discovered east of Ball Court I with
fragments of human skulls scattered over the surface
of the ball court. These skulls were probably trophies
from the losers of the ball games.

Impending Doom According to the Aztec, the
end of Toltec dominance came after a series of
droughts, which caused factional conflicts between
the Toltec-Chichimec and Nonoalca. In 1156 or
1168 C.E., the last Toltec ruler, Huemac, moved the
capital to Chapultepec. Some Toltec-Chichimec
stayed at Tula for another 15 years before moving
south as far as Cholula. On the way, they subjugated
all they encountered. Archaeological evidence shows
that Tula saw a violent end, with ceremonial halls
burned to the ground and the Serpent Wall, a 40-
meter- (132-foot-) long wall painted with friezes
depicting serpents eating humans, toppled. This
came at a time when the Chichimec were pushing
south, and it may have been they who caused the
downfall of Tula.
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THE MAYA-TOLTEC OF CHICHEN
ITZA

Beginning in about 850 C.E., the Maya center of
Chichén Itzd began to rise in power. Chichén Itzd
dominated most, if not all, of the northern Yucatin
until its fall from power in about 1200 C.E. By the
early 16th century, there were 16 Maya political
centers in the northern Yucatin, each dominated
by temples, palaces for the nobility, and houses for
the wealthy. Also in the early 16th century, the
highlands of Guatemala had Maya kingdoms, most
notably the Quiché and Cakchiquel kingdoms,
whose rulers claimed descent from the Toltec.
These highland kingdoms were quickly conquered
by the Spanish armies and their Indian allies in the
mid-1520s, while the Maya of northern Yucatin
were able to resist Spanish domination until the
1540s. Many of the isolated Maya centers
remained independent for much longer, but by the
end of the 17th century, the entire Maya region
was under direct or indirect Spanish control.

THE ZAPOTEC OF MITLA

Tula was not the only state to develop during the
Early Postclassic. Mitla, about 24 miles (40 kilo-
meters) southwest of Oaxaca City, was the center
of Zapotec civilization. Mitla was a Nahuatl word
for the land of the dead; the Zapotec called it
Liobaa, the Place of Rest. Mitla is not well known
archaeologically, but it is thought to have devel-
oped about 1200 C.E. Although it is not one of the
grandest cities in Mesoamerica, Mitla’s architec-
ture is exceptional. The site consists of five archi-
tectural groupings, including three Postclassic
palaces and two Classic-period temple complexes,
which were reused in the Postclassic period.
House mounds spotted the suburban areas up and
down the Rio Grande de Mitla, and farmers occu-
pied the surrounding areas. The Spanish priest
Francisco de Burgoa visited the site in the 17th
century and was told about a vast underground
chamber where Zapotec kings and nobles, as well
as heroes killed in battle, were buried. Burgoa
claimed to have found the passage leading to it but
was so horrified he left the passage and sealed it
up. The location of the chamber has yet to be
found.

THE MIXTEC

The Mixtec occupied an area in western and north-
ern Oaxaca known as the Mixteca, which consists of
three separate subareas: the Mixteca Baja in western
and northwestern Oaxaca, the Mixteca Alta to the
east of the Mixteca Baja, and the Mixteca de la Costa
in the lowlands of Oaxaca along the Pacific coast.
Rather than integrating into one large kingdom, the
Mixtec organized themselves into multiple king-
doms, each with an independent lord; the Mixtec did
not develop large cities.

Because of an immeasurable demand for a small
amount of arable land, the Mixtec resorted to
endemic warfare and political alliance to expand
their kingdoms. By approximately 1350 C.E., the
Mixtec had infiltrated the Valley of Oaxaca through
warfare and through strategic marriage. Often, if a
Mixtec leader subdued a town by force, he would
fortify his leadership by marrying into the local roy-
alty. By the time of Spanish contact, the Mixtec
occupied most of the Zapotec sites. This proved to
be a fortunate establishment of unions. By uniting
with the Zapotec, the Mixtec were able to avoid
defeat by the Aztec.

The Mixtec were excellent artists, and many
magnificent artifacts have been recovered from their
tombs. Four Mixtec codices currently exist that sur-
vived the Spanish conquest. These codices are deer-
skin books and cover a time span beginning around
940 C.E. They depict historical events, including
births, marriages, deaths, and military conflicts. The
Mixtec were known in Mesoamerica for their artistic
abilities, and the Mixtec artistic influence can be
seen as far north as Cholula, which resulted in the
Mixteca-Puebla style, as well as far to the south.

THE AZTEC

The Aztec, who called themselves Mexica, derived
their name from a semi-mythical place called Aztlan
(the Land of White Herons or the Place of White-
ness), a legendary island in a lake in western or
northwestern Mexico. The actual location of Aztlan
has been debated for centuries, by the Aztec them-
selves and by modern scholars. Lakes in Michoacin,
Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Nayarit have all been con-
sidered. Archaeologist Ignacio Bernal describes the
Aztec homeland as “A succession of very small,
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rather prosperous valleys surrounded by large areas of
nearby desert” (1980: n.p.). In the early 12th century,
the Aztec, a group of Nahuatl-speaking people, began
migrating from Aztlan toward central Mexico, stop-
ping at Chicomoztoc (Seven Caves) on the way. Here,
the seven tribes that made up the Aztec rose up and
became one. At some point during their migration, a
second group, the Mexica, joined the Aztec. In this
sense, the Aztec include all the peoples who migrated
to the Valley of Mexico from Aztlan. The Mexica
were the particular people who founded Tenochtitlan,
but the publication of historian William Prescott’s
History of the Conquest of Mexico in 1843 popularized
the term Aztec when Prescott used the name to refer
to all Nahuatl speakers in the region. Since then
scholars and the general public have erroneously used
the terms Mexica and Aztec as synonyms.

Huitzilopochtli, the war deity, is said to have given
the Mexica their name. Although of obscure origins,
the name may have come from Mexit/, a secret name
for Huitzilopochtli. The name Azrec is also applied to
the members of the Triple Alliance, the Mexica and
their allies from Tetzcoco and Tlacopan. As a united
force, three groups became the dominant political
and military power in central Mesoamerica, only dis-
located by the Spanish conquest. Because cultures
worldwide have similar stories of origin, they are usu-
ally not to be taken literally but are rather intended to
justify rule by an elite lineage. However, in the case of
the Aztec, it has been argued that their migration
accounts are historical rather mythological. Archaeol-
ogist Michael Smith gives two reasons for this. First,
the accounts are presented in a historical context,
rather than as a part of the Aztec mythology. Second,
the Nahuatl language is not native to central Mexico;
it was brought there from the north during the last
centuries before Spanish contact. This reflects an
actual migration from the north.

By the time the Mexica arrived in the Valley of
Mexico, sometime during the early 14th century, var-
ious groups occupied the area, and the Mexica, not
wanted by anyone, moved from one place to another
until they were finally allowed to settle in Colhuacan,
where they worked as serfs for the landowners.
When a young Colhua princess was given as a bride
to the Mexica chief in 1313 C.E. and then sacrificed
in the hope that she would become a war goddess,

the people of Colhuacan expelled the Mexica. The

Mexica then wandered through the Valley of Mexico
until they reached the islands on the swampy western
shore of the Lake of the Moon, where they could
replicate Aztlan. They split into two groups: One
group settled in Tenochtitlan, named for their chief
Tenoch (in Nahuatl, the name is derivative of zez/,
meaning “rock,” nochtli, meaning “cactus,” and the
suffix #/an, indicating location); the other group set-
tled in Tlaltelolco, just north of Tenochtitlan. The
Mexica were later known as the Tenochcas, referring
to Tenochtitlan. As the lake was drained, the islands
became geographically united with two separate gov-
ernments. In 1367, the Mexica began working as
mercenaries for the Tepanec king Tezozomoc of
Azcapotzalco, also located on the lake. The cities of
the Valley of Mexico fell under the power of this joint
force. In 1375, Acamapichtli, the first Mexica ruler,
came to power, and as a consequence, the era of
Mexica superiority began. The origins and migration
of the Aztec will be further discussed in chapter 2.

BRIEF HISTORY OF
AZTEC ARCHAEOLOGY

Early Expeditions

According to anthropologist José Luis Lorenzo,
referring to the history of archaeology in the years
after the conquest in his 1998 book (cowritten with
Lorena Mirambell and Jaime Litvak King), if
archaeological expeditions occurred in the Spanish
colonies during the 16th century, they would have
been carried out by private parties with the permis-
sion of the Spanish crown; the tombs of chiefs would
have been excavated in return for one-fifth of the
gold, silver, and precious stones found. These early
expeditions would have amounted to little more
than looting sanctioned by the royalty of Spain. But
in 1759, Charles III initiated the first true archaeo-
logical work in the Americas. This work focused
mainly on excavating sculpture and architecture,
rather than on uncovering settlements as whole enti-
ties; however, this move opened up Spanish America
to further study by European naturalists.
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1.4 Illustration of Coatlicue based on drawings presented in a 1792 publication by Antonio de Ledn y Gama (Lluvia

Arras)

Urban Archaeology

In 1790, during the installation of water pipes
under Mexico City, important Aztec sculptures
such as the Sun Stone, or so-called Aztec Calendar,
and a monumental statue of the Earth goddess
Coatlicue were found under the pavement of the
Zocalo, the main plaza in the center of Mexico
City. These finds were significant in the evolution
of a new nationalism that would include the Indians
of Mesoamerica. Historian Antonio de Ledn y
Gama wrote about the Aztec works found and
stressed that the Aztec were not irrational or sim-
pleminded, but were in fact superior artisans. The
Sun Stone was displayed in the cathedral, and the
statue of Coatlicue was sent to the Royal and Pon-

tifical University of Mexico. Other artifacts were
displayed at the university as well in what became
the first exhibition of pre-Hispanic art in Mexico.
As a result, the National Museum was founded at
the university in 1825.

ADVENTURERS AS ARCHAEOLOGISTS

From its inception, the museum displayed objects
recovered through archaeology, although most of
these artifacts were not recovered from their origi-
nal contexts. In 1827, the Mexican government of
President Guadalupe Victoria, declared that, under
Article 41 of the Maritime and Border Customs
Duty Schedule, the export of Mexican monuments
and antiquities was prohibited, further contribut-

HANDBOOK TO LIFE IN THE AZTEC WORLD

20



ing to a sense of Mexican nationalism. Also around
this time, a loose group of businessmen and adven-
turers appeared in Mexico. Among them were John
L. Stephens and Desiré Charnay. These men
wished to show the world that Mesoamerican cities
comparable to those of Egypt, Greece, and Rome
had existed in the New World prior to European
contact. Taking into account theoretical and tech-
nological disadvantages, Stephens’s and Charnay’s
work was so well done for their time that it is useful
even today.

UNCOVERING TENOCHTITLAN

In 1897, archaeologist Arthur Noll published
“Tenochtitlan: Its Site Identified.” In this report,
Noll described landmarks present at that time and
identified the limits of the town of Tenochtitlan at
the time of first Spanish contact—a town he referred
to as an “Indian pueblo.” While Noll did not exca-
vate the settlement at that time, he described arti-
facts that were wunearthed during previous
excavations, noting that neither the conquistadores
nor the iconoclastic prelate Fray Juan de Zumairraga,
in an attempt to remove pagan reminders of native
religion from the sight of the natives, would have
moved such massive stone monuments far from
their original places. This observation proved signif-
icant because it would affirm Noll’s descriptions of
the approximate original location of the artifacts.
These descriptions would be vital in locating the
original site of Tenochtitlan.

Three years later, in 1900, under the direction
of Leopoldo Batres, an ex-militiaman and amateur
archaeologist, more archaeological remains of
Tenochtitlan were found during the excavation of a
trench under the Calle de las Escalerillas (present-
day Guatemala Street) in Mexico City. These find-
ings are described in Archaeological Explorations on
Escalerillas Street. President Porfirio Diaz had
named Batres as inspector general of archaeologi-
cal monuments after Batres had worked in Teoti-
huacan starting in the 1880s. Although Batres’s
finds in Teotihuacan were impressive, his work was
highly criticized by professional archaeologists
because of his reckless excavation methods. In
1910, Diaz was removed from power, and Batres
lost his post.

Incorporating Indian Values

What began with the uncovering of the Sun Stone
and the Coatlicue statue continued when the end of
Diaz’s dictatorship brought about changes in the
way the past and present Indians were perceived.
The armies of the Mexican Revolution were made
up almost entirely of peasants, who were mainly
Indians. Their struggle brought about an awareness
of the social injustices inflicted upon Mexico’s
indigenous peoples, including those Indians who
were first conquered by the Spaniards. This in turn
brought about a need to incorporate the unac-
counted-for pre-Hispanic Indians into Mexican his-
tory. And so, in 1910, the International School of
Archaeology and Ethnology was formed by an
agreement with France, Germany, and the United
States. The school’s development was influenced by
the ideas of American anthropologist Franz Boas,
who felt that the field was still underdeveloped in
the United States. Hence, Mexicans at the school
studied under some of the best archaeologists,
anthropologists, and ethnographers of their time.

MANUEL GAMIO

Manuel Gamio, who studied under Boas at Columbia
University in New York, was among the first to con-
duct research for the International School. In 1911
and 1912, under the direction of Boas and anthropol-
ogist Edward Seler, Gamio conducted investigations
in San Miguel Amantla near Azcapotzalco and pio-
neered the use of modern archaeological techniques
in Mexico. Gamio was also the first to apply theories
of anthropology to archaeology in Mesoamerica. His
work there established the Archaic, Classic and Post-
classic time line in that area. His work in 1913 in
Mexico City’s Zécalo area revealed the southwest cor-
ner of the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan. Through-
out his career, Gamio served as general inspector of
archaeology in Mexico and later as the director of the
International School of Archaeology and Ethnohis-
tory. He worked for several years in the Teotihuacan
Valley, the final product of which was the three-vol-
ume La poblacion del valle de ‘Teotibuacan. After that
publication, Gamio left the field of archaeology to
devote himself to working to solve the social prob-
lems of the Indians of Mexico.
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GEORGE VAILLANT

A contemporary of Gamio, the American archaeolo-
gist George Vaillant also worked extensively in the
Valley of Mexico. In 1927, he was hired by the Amer-
ican Museum of Natural History in New York and
began working at Preclassic period (Formative) sites
in Mesoamerica. He published several reports and
presented a chronology of the Preclassic period. Vail-
lant was the first Mesoamerican archaeologist to use
stratigraphic techniques to apply relative dates to
archaeological data. (Stratigraphy indicates the layers
of soil uncovered during an excavation. Objects found
in lower layers are assumed to be older than objects
found in layers closer to the natural surface.) During
the 1930s, Vaillant and his wife conducted excavations
at Classic and Postclassic sites and, in 1938, published
a paper that correlated archaeological evidence to the
information cited in historical Aztec sources.
Although Vaillant did not make any remarkable Aztec
discoveries (his work focused on smaller items, such
as ceramics, that better reflected daily life than did the
great architecture), his work is among the most
important in Mesoamerica. His chronology of Aztec
ceramics is still used today. In 1941, he published
Aztecs of Mexico, a synthesis of Aztec archaeology up
to that point. It was a great loss to Mesoamerican
archaeology when, in 1945, Vaillant, at the height of
his career, committed suicide.

Instituto Nacional de
Antropologia e Historia
ALFONSO CASO

Throughout the 1930s and ’40s, the Mexican gov-
ernment fervently joined the archaeological commu-
nity. In 1938, the first government-supported
agency, the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia (INAH), was founded by the Mexican
archaeologist Alfonso Caso under the Ministry of
Education. (In 1932, Alfonso Caso had discovered
the treasure in Tomb 7 at Monte Alb4n.) The INAH
became responsible for anthropological, archaeolog-
ical, and historical research, educational activities,
the administration and restoration of archaeological
and artistic monuments, and the publication of

reports and articles, as it still is to this day. In 1942,
the National Museum of Archaeology, Ethnography
and History, the Office of Pre-Hispanic Monuments,
and the Office of Colonial Monuments were brought
under the auspices of the INAH. And in 1948, the
Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI) was formed,
under the directorship of Caso. The INT still works
closely today with the INAH in programs to study
the history and traditions of Mexico’s indigenous
peoples.

With Vaillant’s publication of “A Correlation of
Archaeological and Historical Sequences in the Val-
ley of Mexico,” the first archaeological report to
consider not only the archaeological data derived
from excavation but also the written records of the
Aztec, a new field developed. In it, these two pri-
mary sources were compared in order to understand
more fully both sources. This marriage of archaeol-
ogy, anthropology, and history is known as ethnohis-
tory, and despite the establishment of the
International School of Archaeology and Ethnology,
ethnohistorical methods were not widely exercised
in Mesoamerican scholarship until the 1970s. In
most cases, the historic record was consulted only
after archaeological investigations had been con-
ducted, and the historic record was consulted in
order to verify the archaeological findings. How-
ever, a German team of researchers, led by Paul
Kirchhoff, reversed this antiquated methodology, as
demonstrated through Kirchhoff’s published works.
They consulted the written record first and then
performed archaeological research to confirm the
written history.

IGNACIO BERNAL

Caso, 40 years before, and Mexican archaeologist
Ignacio Bernal were exceptions, using ethnohistori-
cal methodology in their work. Bernal worked
extensively in Oaxaca from 1942 to 1953 and
defined the Monte Albdn I, II, and III periods. He
later worked in the Olmec area, published work
about the Toltec and the Aztec, and afterward
directed the National Museum of Anthropology,
which opened in 1964. The museum was set up not
to display great works of art but to portray everyday
life. Bernal’s work made it possible for the public to
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learn a great deal about indigenous Mexican cul-
tures, both living and long gone.

By the 1960s and ’70s, ethnohistorical methods
were so widespread, archaeologist Ronald Spores
reports, that there were at least 100 researchers in
Latin America utilizing the methodology to eluci-
date archaeological records. The use of ethnohistory
continues to be vital to research today.

SURVEY WORK

Extensive survey work began in the Valley of Mexico
in the 1960s, affirming another modern trend in
Mesoamerican archaeology. The first major survey,
directed by archaeologists William Sanders, Jeffrey
Parsons, and Robert Santley from 1963 to 1973,
focused on the Valley of Mexico as a whole rather
than on a single site. The purpose of the survey was to
study the relationship of many sites within the entire
region. Large areas of land were examined intensively
in order to locate the remains of different settlements.
As of 1974, the data collected were not significant
enough to explain the cultural changes within the
study area; however, Sanders, Parsons, and Santley
were able to define eight to 10 different phases, settle-
ment sizes, complex architectural monuments, and
site locations in relation to major natural and cultural
features. This survey led to further research in settle-
ment systems, in which a large area is studied in order
to determine the relationships of smaller sites within
the area.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL LEGISLATION

A federal law passed in 1972 provides that all archae-
ological artifacts found in Mexico are part of a
national heritage and that any lands containing
archaeological remains become national property.
This legislation, which has its advantages and disad-
vantages, resulted in the Mexican government’s
complete control of archaeology in Mexico. This
means that all archaeological excavations, including
emergency excavations resulting from development,
must have a permit from the INAH, guaranteeing
that the government participates for the benefit of
national interest. Unfortunately, this also means that
the archaeologists of the INAH must forgo personal
projects that address the problems of national

archaeology. Although there has been substantial
government support of archaeology and anthropol-
ogy, it leans toward the use of research that furthers
the interests of the government (for example, rev-
enue generated by tourism to archaeological sites).
An example of the effect of the 1972 legislation is
provided by the 1978 case of Coyolxauhqui, a relief
carving of the eldest daughter of Coatlicue, which
was unearthed during construction excavation.
Because of the national interest in the carving, the
extensive excavation called for a halt on construc-
tion, the removal of many modern and colonial
buildings, and the subsequent excavation of the
Great Temple under the direction of archaeologist
Eduardo Matos Moctezuma. In this project partici-
pated also the noted archaeologists Leonardo Lépez
Lujdn and Francisco Hinojosa among many others.
The excavation took place from 1978 to 1982 and
resulted in the publication of The Great Temple of the
Aztecs: Treasures of Tenochtitlan in 1988 by Matos
Moctezuma. This book offers a brief analysis of each
of the seven construction stages of the temple
(although the first stage lies under the water table
and so was not excavated), as well as a catalog of the
artifacts and human and animal remains found there.

MODERN AZTEC ARCHAEOLOGISTS

Aztec archaeological research continues to this day.
In recent times there have been several archaeolo-
gists of the INAH working at Aztec sites and con-
ducting research related to the Aztec history. Among
them, besides Matos Moctezuma, can be mentioned
Francisco Gonzilez Rul, Felipe Solis, Lopez Lujin,
Hinojosa, Roberto Garcia Moll, Maria Teresa Gar-
cfa, Enrique Méndez, Beatriz Zuiiga Bircena,
Maria Olivia Torres, José Hernandez Rivero, Carlos
Gonzilez, Bertina Olmedo, Laura Ledesma, Giselle
Canto, Jorge Angulo, Carlos Barreto, Lorena
Mirambell, Hortensia de Vega Nova, Norberto
Gonzilez Crespo, Silvia Garza de Gonzalez, Mari
Carmen Serra Puche, Linda Manzanilla, Barbara
Konieczna, Salvador Guilliem Arroyo, and Raul
Arana.

In addition to these foreign and Mexican archae-
ologists, Michael Smith from the United States has
worked and is still working extensively in the area
once occupied and controlled by the Aztec. His
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work includes but is not limited to research on the
Aztec migration from Aztlan, the development of
cotton-spinning technology, and the Aztec Empire.
His book, The Aztecs, is an excellent source of infor-
mation for Aztec scholars and the general audience.

The above information on Aztec archaeology is
by no means exhaustive but is intended to provide a
general idea of the archaeological research that has
been conducted in the Valley of Mexico, as well as
Mesoamerica as a whole, over the past 125 years.
For the sake of brevity, many archaeologists have
not been mentioned here but are nonetheless greatly
appreciated for their contributions to understanding
Aztec civilization.

MAIN HISTORICAL
PRIMARY SOURCES
ABOUT THE AZTEC

In their zeal to convert the Aztecs to Catholicism,
the Spaniards had much of the Aztec written history
destroyed; however, several friars collected and
recorded information from Aztec informants, and
some of the conquistadores recorded their own
experiences of New Spain. The Franciscan friars
were concerned with gathering information from
the Aztecs for the purpose of understanding their
religion in order to prevent the Aztecs from revert-
ing back to pagan idolatry after converting to
Catholicism. The contribution of these historical
documents to the modern understanding of the
Aztec cannot be overstated.

Fray Bernardino
de Sahagun

Among the first Spaniards to collect anthropological
and historical information from the Aztecs was Fray
Bernardino de Sahagin, a Franciscan monk.
Sahagun was born in 1499; he arrived in New Spain

in 1529. He quickly learned the Nahuatl language
and, realizing that Aztec history was disappearing
with the extermination of the older generation,
began to interview the Aztec elders living at Tepea-
pulco, near Mexico City, as well as four youths who
served as interpreters. From 1547 undl 1569,
Sahagin compiled his work into the 12-volume Gen-
eral History of the Things of New Spain. This com-
pendium, known as the Florentine Codex, describes
the natural history of New Spain, the Aztec gods, the
rituals and sacrifices, and the divinations and omens
involved in the indigenous cosmology, astrology, and
theology. It also provides an account of the daily life
of the Aztec people themselves, including the history
of the Aztec rulers, the business of the merchants and
artisans, and the medicinal practices of Aztec physi-
cians. The most distressing aspect of the Florentine
Codex to the Spaniards was the description of the
conquest of Mexico from the Aztec point of view.
Because of its pro-Indian narrative, the Spanish
Inquisition suppressed Sahagtn’s work for 300 years
and delayed its impact on Mexican culture until
modern times. Nevertheless, modern-day scholars
such as Michael Smith consider this work to be the
most comprehensive and methodical firsthand
account of the Aztec.

Toribio de Benavente
(Motolinia)

Toribio de Benavente was also among the first Fran-
ciscans to reach New Spain. He was born in
Benavente, Spain, at the end of the 15th century and
changed his name, according to custom, from Pare-
des to Benavente. As a Franciscan friar, he took a
vow of poverty. When the Indians of Tlaxcala first
saw him in his tattered robe, they repeated the word
motolinia, meaning “poor.” As this was the first
Nahuatl word he learned, he changed his name to
Motolinia so as not to forget it. Motolinia wrote
about the Indians’ religious conversion, the Indian
customs, and the Franciscan missionary endeavor.
Motolinia’s ethnographic work resulted in three
books: De moribus indorum, the Historia de los indios de
Nueva Espaiia, and Memoriales. He was so loved by
the Indians that at his burial in 1568, the crowd of
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Mexicans had to be restrained from cutting pieces of
his habit as relics.

Diego Duran

Another friar invaluable in recording Aztec history
was Diego Durin. Born in Seville, Spain, in 1537,
Durén traveled to New Spain as a child. He entered
the Dominican Order in 1556 and was commis-
sioned to study the religion and customs of the
Aztec. His work, which included interviews with
informants of all ages and social classes, as well as
studies of native manuscripts, also resulted in three
works, written between 1574 and 1579: Book of the
Gods and Rites, The Ancient Calendar; and the History
of the Indies of New Spain. These books provide a
wealth of information on both preconquest and
colonial history in Mexico, and each has been imper-
ative to archaeological research. These books
remained overlooked in the National Library of
Madrid until José Fernando Ramirez, a Mexican
scholar, discovered them in the 1850s.

Fray Juan de Torquemada

Fray Juan de Torquemada belonged to a subse-
quent wave in the evangelization of New Spain. He
left Spain as an officer but later became a Francis-
can monk. He studied Aztec history, language, and
antiquities and later became a professor and supe-
rior at the College of Santiago de Tlatelolco. After
collecting information from the Aztec for 20 years,
he published Monarquin indiana in 1615. This work
is considered to be truthful and impartial, despite
Torquemada’s leanings toward the church.

Carlos de Sigiienza y
Goéngora

Another Aztec historian was Carlos de Sigiienza y
Gongora, born in 1645 in Mexico City, where he
studied mathematics and astronomy under his father
and then entered the Order of the Jesuits in 1660.

He was expelled from the Jesuit College in Tepot-
zotlan in 1667 and the next year began to collect
manuscripts and to study Aztec history with the
intention of writing a history of ancient Mexico.
Unfortunately, he died in 1700, before publication,
and his collection of manuscripts was lost; however,
even though his works were never published,
Siglienza y Géngora’s story is significant as it reveals
the transculturation process that had evolved since
the first friars came into contact with the Aztecs.

Hernan Cortés

As stated previously, several of the conquistadores
wrote of their experiences in New Spain as well.
Among them was Herndn Cortés, the leader of the
conquest who led troops into Tenochtitlan and
gathered Indian allies along the way. Cortés’s Lez-
ters from Mexico is a compilation of five letters sent
to Emperor Charles V in Spain, describing his
experiences in New Spain. Cortés tells Charles that
after landing on the Mexican coast on April 22,
1519, he learned of a kingdom in the interior,
Tenochtitlan, powerfully ruled by Motecuhzoma.
He became determined to reach the kingdom and
convince the leader to acknowledge the superiority
of Queen Juana and her son Charles, the rulers of
Castile.

Despite his receiving messages from Motecuh-
zoma insisting that the intruder leave, Cortés and
his army continued their journey toward the Valley
of Mexico, and eventually, on November 8, 1519,
Cortés entered Tenochtitlan. Motecuhzoma greeted
Cortés and his men and offered them hospitality in
the palace; Cortés responded by taking Motecuh-
zoma prisoner. This betrayal was the beginning of
the defeat of the Aztec, though they resisted with
great strength.

Bernal Diaz del Castillo

One of Cortés’s men, Bernal Diaz del Castillo, also
recorded his experiences of the conquest in his book
The True History of the Conquest of New Spain. The
first two chapters describe Diaz’s role in two previ-
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ous expeditions to the Mexican coast, one led by
Francisco Hernindez de Cérdova, in 1517, and
another led by Juan de Grijalva in 1518. The follow-
ing chapters are dedicated to his descriptions of the
conquest, to his observations of the Indian culture,
and to his testimony of the politics involved in the
near-expulsion of Cortés, who would have been
replaced by weaker leaders who would have been
content to make a few modest settlements on the
coast. Although Diaz was more than 70 years old
when he started to write his account, his memory of
events was still quite clear. One of his objectives in
writing The True History of the Conquest of New Spain
was to correct what he felt were the errors of others
who had written before him. In this, Diaz provides a
valuable service to all historians.

Other Chroniclers

Including those already mentioned, there is an
extensive list of chroniclers who wrote about Aztec
history and civilization during the 16th century.
Some of these individuals and their works are
Gerénimo Mendieta, Historia eclesidstica indiana;
Hernando Alvarado Tezozomoc, Crinica mexicana,
Domingo Chimalpahin, Relaciones originales de
Chalco Amequemecan; Fernando de Alva Ixtlixochitl,
Obras historicas, Juan Bautista Pomar, Relacion de Tex-
coco; and Alonso de Zorita, Breve y sumaria relacion de
los seiiores de la Nueva Espaiia. Several codices also
provide in conjunction with the chronicles a
plethora of essential information. They include the
Codex Borbonicus, the Codex Magliabecchiano, the
Codex Mendoza, the Codex Azcatitlan, the Codex Telle-
riano-Remensis, and the Codex Aubin.

It should be noted that these early chronicles
should be read with caution as they are written by
Spanish hands. The friars saw and wrote about Indian
culture through a Catholic and Spanish lens, and
Cortés and his fellow conquistadores wrote at least in
part in an attempt to justify their actions to the Span-
ish royalty. Their texts are biased. With this said, they
do, however, provide an excellent source of pre-
Columbian history and the history of the conquest of
the Aztec.
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EVOLUTION OF
AZTEC CIVILIZATION




ORIGINS AND THE
GREAT MIGRATION

In 1521, the last Aztec emperor, Cuauhtemoc, was
defeated by the Spanish army, assembled and led by
Captain Herndn Cortés. The Aztec Empire was
conquered in the interest of the Spanish monarchs
and under the sponsorship of Christianity, and the
Christian faith was imposed upon the Mesoameri-
cans as part of their path to cosmic salvation in
exchange for their political autonomy. Despite the
destruction and death caused by the conquest, this
milestone in history gave room for positive cultural
exchange among the Mesoamericans and the
Spaniards. In addition, it allowed the opportunity
for devoted historians and human rights activists
such as Fray Bernardino de Sahagtn, Fray Toribio
de Benavente (Motolinia), and Fray Diego Durin,
among other colonial scholars, to accurately docu-
ment and preserve Aztec history and culture.
Thanks to the efforts of these colonial historians,
the Aztec civilization remains the best historically
documented pre-Columbian society of the Ameri-
cas. The origins of the Aztec civilization, however,
remain obscure.
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2.1 An image of Aztlan, the place of origin of the Aztec,

Aztlan

The Aztec arrived in the Valley of Mexico in 1325
C.E. The Mexica people (one of the Aztec tribes)
knew that the Valley of Mexico had been inhabited
previously by multiple Mesoamerican cultures that
arrived hundreds of years before the Aztec-Mexica
established their empire and built the city of
Tenochtitlan. According to Durén, the Aztec origi-
nally migrated from the island of Aztlan, hence the
name Aztec, which means “people of Aztlan.” The
Mexica tribe was the last of the Aztec tribes to aban-
don the island by celestial command. Azzec was a self-
denominating name that was later adopted by the
Mexica upon their arrival in the Valley of Mexico.
The word Aztlan has two possible translations. The
first and most common translation is “place of white-
ness”; the second is “place of the herons.” Either
translation has a strong connotation to the color
white as either a symbolic or an implied distinction of
its geographical location. Aztlan was surrounded by
water and mist, and by divine instruction, the Aztec
created the city of Tenochtitlan as an attempt to re-
create Aztlan in the Valley of Mexico.

FACT OR FICTION?

Many archaeologists and scholars still debate
whether the island of Aztlan ever existed or if it is
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from the Codex Boturini (Fernando Gonzilez y Gonzilez)

HANDBOOK TO LIFE IN THE AZTEC WORLD

28



only a mythological place that symbolizes Aztec his-
torical creation. Even in the midst of debate, archae-
ologists and scholars have attempted to locate
geographically Aztlan, but to this day they can only
speculate that the southwestern area of the United
States, the northwest part of Mexico, or the western
area of Mexico are the best possible locations from
which the Mexica originally departed. Perhaps the
most unfortunate event that eradicated concrete evi-
dence of the accurate location of Aztlan was the
destruction of ancient manuscripts around 1428 C.E.
by order of the king Itzcoatl, who believed it would
be more beneficial for his subjects not to know the
truth about their past. Many decades later Durdn
wrote in his reports about the desperate attempt by
the following king Motecuhzoma I to recover the
history of the Mexica by congregating warriors and
wise men to be sent on an expedition to locate the
mythical island of Aztlan. It is believed the expedi-
tion was successful in finding a place that was or at
least offered identical characteristics unique to Az-
tlan. Regrettably, the accounts by Durdn were writ-
ten shortly after the conquest of Tenochtitlan and
before an accurate mapping of the American conti-
nent was made; therefore, he could not give a spe-
cific location of where this place was situated.

The myth of the Aztec origin from Aztlan shows
the strong belief in the concept of a sacred land-
scape, in which indigenous people attached special
significance to geographic features. This appears to
have been of central importance to Mesoamerican
cultures from the earliest times. Mountains, large
rocks, caves, springs, rivers, trees, roads, particular
features along the edge of the sea, or landmarks with
a strange or unique form were identified with
mythological events in the remote past, creation sto-
ries of the world and of human beings, heroic deeds
of ancestors, or places inhabited by powerful spirits
or deities. This ideology explained the origin of the
world and celebrated the central and special place of
one’s group in the natural order.

AN ALTERNATE PERSPECTIVE

In the same way as Durén, the anonymous indigenous
codex Historia de los mexicanos por sus pinturas men-
tions an island called Aztlan that was surrounded by a
lake. On one of the shores was a mountain named
Colhuacatepec or Colhuacan, which means “twisted

hill,” that contained a cluster of seven caves known
collectively as Chicomoztoc. This place was con-
ceived as the archetypal homeland or place of creation
and origin of the Chichimec people. The same docu-
ment says that in this place, located northwest of New
Spain, the god Camaxtle hit a rock with his baton,
and from it emerged 400 Chichimecs, whose name
means “hunters” or “dogs.” All of the important
16th-century chronicles, both indigenous and Span-
ish, make reference to this place and present pictorial
representations in some of the codices.

Durin considered Aztlan, Colhuacan, and Chico-
moztoc to be different names for the same place of
origin located to the north of New Spain, near
Florida. The last seven Chichimec (Nahua) tribes
that populated the Valley of Mexico were the
Xochimilca, Chalca, Tepaneca, Colhua, Tlahuica,
Tlaxcalteca, and Mexica, and they all came from the
same place of origin.

Chicomoztoc

‘The Historia tolteca-chichimeca and the Map of Cuaub
tinchan No. 2 recount and illustrate a different story of
the exodus from Chicomoztoc (see figure 2.2). In
these sources, it was a group of seven earlier
Chichimec peoples who settled in the Valleys of
Cholula and Puebla and who emerged from the caves;
they were the Cuauhtinchantlaca, Totomiuaque,
Acolchichimeca, Tzauhcteca, Zacateca, Malpantlaca,
and the Texcalteca. The Map of Cuaubtinchan No. 2
illustrates the significance of the act of leaving the
cave as a metaphor for the act of creation by conduct-
ing the New Fire ceremony. This ritual portrayed the
exit of human beings from the womb of the Earth as
the start of time. The same document also mentions
that in Chicomoztoc the Chichimec performed
penance for four days, fasting and letting their blood.
These rituals may have been understood to have pro-
duced altered states of consciousness or hypnotical
trances because Chimalpahin refers to Chicomoztoc
as Quinehuayan, or the place where one is possessed.

Another ritual performed in Chicomoztoc was
the perforation of the nasal septum by which
Chichimec chiefs became tlatoque. This symbolized
the conversion of the nomadic Chichimec into the
civilized Toltec. Thus, in this case the caves played a
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2.2 a) Chicomoztoc, the place of the seven caves, in the Historia tolteca-chichimeca; b) Chicomoztoc in the Map of

Cuauhtinchan No. 2 (Mario Davila)

role as places of transformation and legitimization of
the lineages and genealogies of the groups that held
power.

SEARCHING FOR CHICOMOZTOC

Chimalpahin describes the mysterious place as
Chicomoztoc Tzotzompa Quinehuayan, where
there are seven holes in the rock. It is a place of
fright, filled with rzibuactli (thorny plant), necudmitl
(wild maguey or agave), reocomitl (biznaga cactus),
xthuallacatl (large green squashes), zacatl (grass), and
parched places.

The chronicles motivated historians to search for
the location of Chicomoztoc. Sahagin places it in
Cerro Coliuhquitepet], on the territorial boundary
between the Mexica and the Michuaca (Tarascans of
Michoacin). Paul Kirchoff locates it in Cerro Culi-
acin, near the town of San Isidro Culiacdn in the
state of Guanajuato. Wigberto Jiménez Moreno
places it in the Tula-Xilotepec region in the state of
Hidalgo, while Alfredo Chavero locates it in the
region of the present city of Culiacdn in the state of
Sinaloa. Both Fray Juan de Torquemada and Fran-
cisco Xavier Clavijero identified it with the ruins of
La Quemada in the state of Zacatecas. Some folk-

loristic traditions place it on Mexcaltitan Island in
Nayarit or Lake Pdtzcuaro in Michoacdn. But most
modern authorities tend to consider Chicomoztoc as
a mythical rather than an actual place.

Chicomoztoc represents the idea of the emergence
of human beings from cavities in the body of the
Earth. Aztec shamans and sorcerers then applied this
idea in their incantations to the human body where
the seven openings are referred to as seven caves. As
time passed, the guardians of the Mesoamerican tradi-
tion preserved their sense of identity and origin by re-
creating Chicomoztoc at their sites, either by taking
advantage of natural caves or by excavating them. In
this sense, all the chroniclers and historians are cor-
rect, because many Chicomoztocs existed in all parts
of Mesoamerica.

"This idea was confirmed in 2000 when archaeol-
ogist James Brady, and several other colleagues,
including the author of this text, studied an artificial
group of seven caves aligned in an escarpment in the
site of Acatzingo Viejo, in the state of Puebla.
Unfortunately, the seventh cave was destroyed about
seven years ago by the construction of a road that
leads to a PEMEX (the national oil company) instal-
lation; however, ethnographic data have confirmed
the existence of the now lost cave.
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The fact that there were once seven caves at
Acatzingo Viejo immediately suggests a relationship
with Chicomoztoc. Perhaps the best-known repre-
sentation of Chicomoztoc is that found in the Histo-
ria tolteca-chichimeca with its seven internal chambers.
It should be noted that within the indigenous sources
there is no consensus on the physical form. In some
ethnohistoric documents, the mythical place is por-
trayed as a linear arrangement of seven discrete
caves. The linear arrangement in the Codex Vatica-
nus A and the Atlas of Durdn closely resembles the
arrangement noted at Acatzingo Viejo.

The alignment of seven caves can therefore be
interpreted as a re-creation of Chicomoztoc, the
mythical place of origin. Cave complexes have a
clear relationship with the foundation of towns and
were ritual hearts of the community that legitimized
the very settlement. Thus, the seven caves symbolize
the establishment of the settlement and the origin of
a new ruling dynasty.

Just as pyramids are artificial re-creations of the
primordial mountain, the Chicomoztocs of Meso-
america can be an artificial representation of the cave
from which humans emerged. Taken together, the
two constructions became a powerful statement that a
town, as is the case of Acatzingo Viejo, had been built
at the very center of the cosmos because the primor-
dial mountain and the place of human creation both
define the spot. The importance of centering sites in
sacred landscapes is a well-recognized Mesoamerican
preoccupation. The cave complex also represents the
generative womb of the Earth that is at the same time
the guardian of the natural forces such as wind and
water. And so the holiness of the complex made it an
appropriate landmark around which to build a temple.
The mountain/cave symbol comes to represent the
very basis of Mesoamerican ethnic identity. As noted,
this deep relationship between people and the mythic
Chicomoztoc was so deep that people were identified
with the cave itself throughout Mesoamerica.

Migration from Chicomoztoc

Historical data collected from colonial accounts
reveal that the story of the great migration of the
Aztec begins with the departure of the seven tribes
from the seven caves out of which they emerged.

According to Durin, the exodus was part of a celestial
command that instructed all tribes to abandon the
caves and emerge into the light to explore the world
outside, to find places of pleasant weather and agri-
cultural abundance, to walk the earth, and to establish
cities that would host their tribes and honor the gods.
The tribes slowly departed from the caves; some
groups left together, and others waited for an unusual
situation or phenomenon to interpret as a celestial
sign in order to leave. This passive and lengthy aban-
donment of Aztlan/Chicomoztoc allows room to
speculate that besides agricultural or climatic reasons
that forced the massive migration, it could have been
also motivated by philosophical or religious beliefs.

In the year 820 C.E., tribes of Chichimec affilia-
tion began to abandon the seven caves. The seven
tribes were the Xochimilca, the Chalca, the Tepanec,
the Colhua, the Tlahuica, the Tlaxcalteca, and the
Mexica. The Mexica by command of their god, who
had promised them a paradisiacal land full of rich-
ness, stayed behind in the caves for another 302
years after the first tribe originally departed from
the seven caves.

THE XOCHIMILCAS AND THE
CHALCAS

The seven tribes eventually arrived at the Valley of
Mexico and established cities and territories. The

2.3 Chicomoztoc, as depicted a) in Codex Vaticanus A
and b) in the Atlas of Durdn (Mario Davila)
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first to arrive were the Xochimilcas, who traveled
around the lake Tetzcoco in the Valley of Mexico
until they encountered a hospitable place to found
their villages. The lords of the Xochimilcas extended
their nation and founded the towns of Tochimilco,
Tetela, Hueyapan, Tlamimilolpan, Xumiltepec, Tla-
cotepec, Zacualpan, Totolapan, Tepoztlan, and Chi-
malhuacan. The second to arrive were the Chalcas,
who established their lordships next to the Xochim-
ilcas and lived peacefully as neighbors. They
founded the village of Tlalmanalco, and from there
they ruled over other villages such as Cuaxochpan,
Ayotzinco, Chalco, and Atenco, but because of their
small population, the Chalcas remained an appendix
to the Xochimilcas.

THE TEPANECAS AND OTHERS

Following the Chalcas, the Tepanecas arrived at the
shores of Lake Tetzcoco and took ownership of the
area of Tlacopan (Tacuba), establishing the village of
Azcapotzalco where the nobles ruled and controlled
their small district of villages, among them Tacubaya,
Coyoacan, Tlalnepantla, and Tenayuca. Shortly after,
three more of the seven tribes arrived and also estab-
lished their territories and founded small cities.
Upon the arrival of the six tribes at the Valley of
Mexico, population heavily increased, and the lords
and nobles established a governmental scheme simi-
lar to Europe’s feudal system to maximize the devel-
opment of urbanization and to render the villages
more habitable and open for mercantilism. This was
how the Valley of Mexico was divided among multi-
ple ethnic groups.

THE MEXICA

In the year 1122 C.E. the last tribe of Aztlan, the
Mexica, left the seven caves in search of the
Promised Land. It is believed that during this time,
the Mexica adopted this particular name to denomi-
nate their tribe and also to honor their high priest
Mexitl, who led the massive exodus ordered by their
supreme deity, Huitzilopochtli. Huitzilopochtli
favored the Mexica above the others of the original
seven tribes, and for the Mexica he had reserved a
land of pure richness and exuberance that would sur-
pass any they had seen in Aztlan. Huitzilopochtli,
later identified as a god of war, communicated

directly with his high priests via dreams and pro-
found trances, bestowing on them omens, prophe-
cies, and navigational tools to arrive at their
promised land and avoid dangerous situations.
Huitzilopochtli at times could be kind and generous
with the Mexica; he allowed them to establish towns
and small villages throughout the long journey of
their migration. He would designate the locations in
which towns could be edified so that the earth would
be fertile and water abundant. Then the Mexica
would rest for periods of 10 to 20 years in these
towns, geographically protected from enemies and
other menacing threats so that the chosen tribe
would have time to replenish its strength and
increase its numbers before resuming the migration.
In addition, these towns would serve as sanctuary for
the old, the sick, and the weak when they were
granted permission by Huitzilopochtli to abandon
the migration. They would remain in these towns to
honor their supreme god.

FINDING A PLACE TO SETTLE

On the long journey toward the Valley of Mexico,
the Mexica circled the lands of the Chichimec. The
Chichimec were looked down upon and considered
uncivilized and inferior when compared to other,
more sophisticated cultures of Mesoamerica such as
the Toltec, Mixtec, Totonac, and Mexica. The
Chichimec were nomads and lived in poorly estab-
lished seasonal settlements. Their nomadic lifestyle
prevented them from developing an agricultural sys-
tem. Their diet consisted of herbs, worms and
snakes, and wild game such as white rabbits, deer,
and birds. The Chichimec did not develop a com-
munal society and often moved in family packs
rather than as a tribe. Some Chichimec tribes had
migrated to the Valley of Mexico and through con-
tact with other groups there became civilized. The
Mexica, in fact, were a Chichimec tribe, but as they
became powerful and civilized, they looked down on
other Chichimec, especially those who stayed in the
deserts of the north and remained nomadic.

These nomads in the vicinity of the Valley of
Mexico did not look kindly upon the new Mexica
settlers, but the Chichimec’s nomadic lifestyle
played a crucial role in their avoiding any major ter-
ritorial dispute with the Mexica. The Chichimec did

HANDBOOK TO LIFE IN THE AZTEC WORLD

32



not possess a sophisticated culture, and they had no
religion or cult. This particular lack of highly devel-
oped civilization forced them to steer clear of direct
confrontation with the Mexica and move their sea-
sonal camps deeper inside the forest away from the
new settlers.

Patzcuaro These new lands that once belonged to
the Chichimec became one of the most important
villages founded by the Mexica. They founded the
town of Patzcuaro, in the modern state of
Michoacidn, and stayed there for a few years. The
town was built next to the great lagoon of the same
name. At first glance, the lagoon closely resembled
their homeland of Aztlan and caused confusion
among tribe members, who at some point believed
they had arrived at their destination. In Patzcuaro,
the Mexica cultivated corn and chilies to offer to
their god during rituals and to use them as part of
their diet to sustain their local population. The
beauty of the lagoon of Patzcuaro allured even the
most loyal high priests, and they conducted elabo-
rate rituals to consult Huitzilopochtli and ask if he
would allow them to remain in Patzcuaro. The
divine response was unenthusiastic; however, the
high priests asked permission to allow a small group
of people to remain in Patzcuaro. To this petition
Huitzilopochtli responded very benevolently and
told his high priests that they should remain alert,
and when a group of people of various ages entered
the lagoon to bathe, they should hide their cloths
and immediately abandon the town. The Mexica did
so; they abandoned Patzcuaro while some members
of their tribe bathed. When the unsuspecting vil-
lagers emerged from the lagoon, they found them-
selves naked and abandoned. Not knowing where to
go, they stayed in Patzcuaro. These deserted men,
women, and children later became an autonomous
tribe known as the Tarascans, direct descendants of
the Mexica.

Malinalco In another stage of the migration, a
powerful woman named Malinalxochitl rose among
the nobles of the tribe. She was a sister of
Huitzilopochtli and a powerful sorceress who knew
all sorts of magical crafts and incantations. Due to
her divine blood and her knowledge of powerful

arts, she became feared by all members of the Me-

xica tribe. Very secure in her bewitching arts, she
often challenged the authorities of the high priests
and on many occasions even the authority of the
lord Huitzilopochtli. Malinalxochitl’s powerful
spells became an affliction for the Mexica leaders. A
cult in her honor arose among certain members of
the tribe, and she protected them in exchange for
their complete loyalty. To those who opposed or
defied her, she would often bring sudden and
painful death by commanding wild beasts and poi-
sonous snakes, scorpions, and spiders to poison her
victims.

Desperate, the high priests invoked the help of
Huitzilopochtli to aid the Mexica in getting rid of
the powerful sorceress. Huitzilopochtli talked to
them and communicated that he had heard their
lamentations and pain, but that they needed to be
strong and to remember that only through him
could the Mexica become lords of all the wealth,
gold, silver, precious stones, and colorful feathers
that would be waiting for them upon their arrival to
their final destination. He also warned the leaders of
the tribe not to fall under the trickery of the wicked
sorceress’ spells that she was using to allure some
members of the tribe; again he emphasized that only
through the bravery of their hearts and the hard
work of their hands could the Mexica obtain such
riches. Finally, Huitzilopochtli instructed the Mex-
ica to leave the village while Malinalxochitl and her
followers slept and not to worry about her evil spells.
Huitzilopochtli would prevent Malinalxochitl from
following their trail the next morning and shield
them against her hex. Then the Mexica left in the
middle of the night and headed toward Tula, where
Huitzilopochtli guided the tribe to the top of a hill
known as Coatepec.

Upon daybreak the powerful sorceress Malinal-
xochitl woke up to find herself and her followers
deserted by the tribe and unable to follow them.
Then, enraged and cursing them with vile words,
she migrated to a location deep within the heavy for-
est and established a town known as Malinalco. In
this town she found refuge along with her followers,
and before her departure, she taught its entire popu-
lation the powerful arts of magic and sorcery. Hence
the inhabitants of this town even today are acknowl-
edged as powerful wizards and witches who practice
all sorts of spell crafts.
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Mount Coatepec Ubpon the arrival of the Mexica
to Mt. Coatepec in the land of Tollan, they encoun-
tered small bands of Chichimec and members of the
Otomi tribe, who were upset about the invasion of
their land without being first consulted for permis-
sion. Not heeding the tribes’ anger, the Mexica
promptly set up camp and began to build an altar in
honor of their faithful god. Huitzilopochtli advised
his loyal priests to direct his tribe down the hill to
the area of the meadows, where the Mexica would
divert the waters of the nearby river to create a dam
and to block purposely all possible areas from which
the water could escape. This is perhaps the first arti-
ficial lagoon or lake recorded in Mesoamerican his-
tory. The lake was promptly blessed with the arrival
of wild ducks, herons, humming birds, a wide array
of fish, frogs, and aquatic flora, which transformed
the lake into a paradisiacal location. The land of Tol-
lan became another temporal sanctuary for the Mex-
ica to pause, gather their strength, and increase their
number.
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2.4 History of the birth of Huitzilopochtli at Coatepec,
from the Codex Azcatitlan (Lluvia Arras)

There in Coatepec, Huitzilopochtli established a
ball court and a tzompantli (skull rack). Some mem-
bers of the tribe became accustomed to the relax-
ation they enjoyed on this land, and they grew lazy
and fond of a sedentary lifestyle until one day they
no longer honored and feared their lord
Huitzilopochtli. They rebelled and tried to convince
the priests to finalize their migration and take own-
ership of the land known as Tollan. Upon this rebel-
lious attitude, Huitzilopochtli’s anger was awakened,
and he decided to destroy their temporal sanctuary
and forsake those who had defied his will. One night
while the Mexica quietly slept, the sacred hill of
Tzompanco was hit by lightning and a macabre
thunder was heard throughout the entire area of
Coatepec and Tollan. It is said that the angry god
came down from the sky mercilessly striking all
those who had rebelled against his divine orders and
tried to obstruct his will. The next morning, the
Mexica woke up to find the bodies of those forsaken
by Huitzilopochtli brutally mutilated with their
chests cut open and their hearts ripped away.

Scholars believe that this story serve as a mytho-
logical account to explain an actual event—a bloody
war between two particular groups striving for the
supreme leadership of the tribe. In addition, scholars
also believe that this event became the birth of the
sanguineous cult to the god Huitzilopochtli, in
which the high priests would offer human sacrifices
and extract human hearts for the god to sustain his
appetite and to appease his anger. (See chapter 6 for
the myth of the birth of Huitzilopochtli and the
death of Coyolxauhqui.)

The next morning after the massacre, the priests
were instructed by Huitzilopochtli to destroy the
artificial lake, to remove the dam, and to drain out
all the water to restore the meadows to their original
form. Once this task was completed, the Mexica
were instructed to evacuate the area without further
delay or risk once again the fury of their lord.

Chapultepec In the year 1168 C.E., the Mexica
left the area of Coatepec and were ordered to go to
the area of Tequixquiac, where they rested for a few
years. Later they resumed their migration to the
area of Xaltocan, where they were again instructed
to plant corn and chilies to help them sustain their
population. They also built fences and perishable
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walls to protect their tribe from outsiders. After a
few years, the Mexica continued their search for the
Promised Land. They traveled to many areas, where
they encountered increasing hostility of the lords of
already-established tribes. They moved from Eca-
tepec to Tulpetlac, Azcapotzalco to Tacuba and Co-
yoacan until they finally arrived in about 1285 C.E.
to the area on Lake Tetzcoco known as Chapultepec,
an important source of water.

On this occasion, the Mexica faced powerful
adversaries, who, unlike the Chichimec, had estab-
lished sophisticated civilizations, feudal systems of
government, and ownership of the land. Constantly
feeling unwelcome, the Mexica priests invoked once
again the wisdom of their god Huitzilopochtli, who
told them to wait for an opportunity to conquer the
land and to wait for his signal to strike their enemies.
In the meantime, they were to establish themselves at
Chapultepec and to construct solid walls to protect
their village, maintain vigilance day and night, and
guard their women and children. Huitzilopochtli
then, for the first time ever, gave the Mexica instruc-
tions to elect a warrior as a leader to protect the tribe
against enemy forces of the two neighboring nations.
They elected a captain named Huitzilihuitl, who
diverted much of the energy of the community to
craft arrows, bows, clubs, spears, and sharp stones that
could be used as piercing projectiles. In the accounts
of Durin, this appears to be the first indication of the
Mexica’s evolution from a religious and agricultural
civilization into a militarily aggressive society.

Their stay in the area of Chapultepec was not
very pleasant. According to indigenous accounts,
Coplil, a direct descendant of Malinalxochitl, craved
to avenge his mother’s honor. He traveled to the
neighboring kingdoms instigating fear of and hatred
for the Mexica. Under his prodding, the lords and
kings disliked the Mexica tribe, and Copil’s intrigues
turned the situation hostile and violent. Copil
devised to ambush Huitzilopochtli and his tribe:
Copil and his people secretly waited for the Mexica
at the foothill of a lagoon known as Tepetzinco to
deliver the final blow and finally avenge his mother,
but Huitzilopochtli already had outguessed Copil’s
intentions and directed the Mexica to move in the
opposite direction around the lagoon and surprise
Copil’s army. Upon ambushing and capturing
Copil’s forces, Huitzilopochtli ordered that while

the captives were alive to cut open their chests, rip
out their beating hears, and hold them up to the Sun
as a sacrificial offering.

Once again the Mexica had been protected by
their god and delivered from danger. Unfortunately,
Copil’s death did not change the political situation
for the Mexica. The other tribes had been harboring
a great amount of hatred and remained extremely
hostile, to the point that Mexica men, women, and
children alike had to be instructed in how to build
and employ all sorts of weaponry to defend their
tribe. War kept erupting, but it was to the kingdom
of the Chalcas that the Mexica lost their war leader
when he was captured and later killed. Even with
their success, the Chalcas grew fearful of the deter-
mination and the bravery of the Mexica tribe.
Though the Chalcas outnumbered the Mexica,
Chalca forces had been severely damaged and
reduced by the small number of Mexica. After their
last confrontation, the Chalcas swallowed their pride
and abandoned their violent efforts and terminated a
war that depleted both groups.

Colhuacan To avoid further bloodshed, the Mexica
deserted the area of Chapultepec and moved to the
area of Colhuacan (a prestigious Toltec enclave).
There, before entering the unknown territory,
Huitzilopochtli spoke to his priests and advised them
to send an emissary to the king of Colhuacan to ask
permission to establish camp on his territory. He also
advised them this time to act with diplomacy, to avoid
war at any cost, and to accept whatever land they were
offered, even if it was not fertile. The messenger of
the Mexica was pleasantly greeted by Achitometl, the
king of Colhuacan. The lord of Colhuacan did not
turn away the Mexica but rather offered them a sec-
tion of a land known as Tizapan that remained unin-
habited due to the hostility of its environment.

Tizapan The soil was barren and poisonous ani-
mals aggressively defending their territory against
human invasion overpopulated the land. Sdill, the
Mexica followed the orders of their protector, endur-
ing all the adversities of nature, and planted their civ-
ilization in Tizapan. Eventually the hostile area
became more habitable, and the Mexica planted their
corn and began to establish trade with their neighbor-
ing town. People from Colhuacan eventually began to
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intermingle more and more with the refugee tribe. As
time went by, Mexica families began to strengthen
their alliances by marrying into noble Colhuacan
families to obtain political power. Their political situ-
ation was relaxed and even familiar, and their daily life
staggered in routine and mundane tasks as the Mexica
came to a point of peace and harmony with their
neighbors. This situation awoke the impatience of
Huitzilopochtli, the god of fire and war, for he saw his
people submerged in an endless, mediocre daily life.
Once again he spoke to his priests via dreams to warn
them that the time had arrived for the Mexica to rise
in war and claim complete dominion of the land. He
proclaimed that more than ever, they were closer to
their final destination. Huitzilopochtli advised the
priests to elaborate a plan to surprise the Colhuas.

The Mexica sent an emissary to ask for the hand
of King Achitometl’s daughter to be crowned as the
Mexica’s new queen and bride of Huitzilopochtli.
King Achitometl agreed to the union. The maiden
was then taken to the Temple of Huitzilopochtli and
killed as a sacrificial offering. Later a great feast was
offered, to which King Achitometl and his court
were invited. Upon completing their banquet, the
high priest emerged in a ceremony dressed with the
remains of the torn up skin of the King Achitometl’s
daughter. This spectacle enraged the king, and he
ordered his court to avenge his daughter by shed-
ding the blood of the Mexica. He commanded every
single citizen to come out and battle. They outnum-
bered the Mexica and pushed them into the lake.
Eventually the diminished population was forced to
flee to Acatzintitlan, a group of swampy islands sur-
rounded by reeds.

The last war left the Mexica tribe in a state of
confusion and desperation. The Mexica population
had been diminished, and they now felt desolate.
One more time, the priests invoked the wisdom of
their god for guidance. Huitzilopochtli then told the
priest to speak with his people, for now they were
ready to go to the Promised Land.

Tenochtitlan From Acatzintitlan, the Mexica con-
tinued their migration in the lake area until they
arrived at nearby Mixiuhtlan, which means “place of
birth.” There, they found a beautiful section of the
lake with crystal clear water. The trees, the plants, and
the flowers were all white, and not a single leaf was

colored green. From the waters emerged white fish,
frogs, and aquatic snakes. Birds flying and landing
around the lake displayed an elegant white plumage;
everything was in perfect balance and harmony, just
as they had heard it was many generations ago in their
native Aztlan.

According to the verbal accounts collected by
Durién, this precise moment represented a celebra-
tion of pure joy and hopefulness; these people who
had suffered so much at the hands of destiny had
finally arrived at their final destination. Men,
women, children, farmers, nobles, and the priests
without distinction of rank or gender all came
together to celebrate this day in which the prophecy
became fulfilled.

The same night, Huitzilopochtli gave his priests a
final prophecy and specific instructions on how to
locate the exact area to start building their promised
city. In dreams he came and ordered them to look for
the heart of his nephew Copil, the same heart that he
had torn away from his chest. Huitzilopochtli said to
the Mexica that when he had hurled the heart of his
nephew, it landed on top of a rock, and on that rock
Copil’s blood gave birth to an enormous nopal cactus.
On top of the cactus, they would find an eagle nesting
and devouring a serpent. The eagle’s nest would be
covered with the most beautiful feathers, the colorful
teathers of all the birds it had already devoured. And
on top of that nest they would build their city and
name it Tenochtitlan. The name Tenochtitlan comes
from the Nahuatl words tet! (rock), nochtli (cactus),
and #an (a suffix indicating location) and means
“place of the cactus on the rock.” At last, the long
journey of the Mexica ended, and in 1325 C.E. they
were finally ordered to establish roots and claim own-
ership of the area.

MEXICA-AZTEC
HISTORY

The history of the Mexica in the Valley of Mexico
began in the year of 1318 C.E., when their long
migration from Aztlan ended and they built the city
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of Tenochtitlan. This is the precise moment when
this seminomadic tribe entered the Valley of Mexico
to eventually rise as one of the most powerful empires
of pre-Columbian America. It was around this time
that the Mexica became identified and known as the
Aztec, or “people of Aztlan.” The Mexica apparently
did not call themselves Aztec; they maintained the
denominational name of Mexica or Colhua-Mexica to
establish their historical link to the ancient Toltec civ-
ilization and to emphasize their noble lineage.

Settling a City

Upon entering this new location, the Mexica knew
that this white paradisiacal land that they had found
at the shores of Lake Tetzcoco now belonged to
them by order of their god. The Mexica searched
around the lake’s shores for the eagle’s nest they had
heard about in prophesy; finally someone discovered
the exact representation of the sign described to the
high priest in his dream but in the middle of the
lake: the majestic eagle resting on top of a nopal
growing from a huge rock. The Mexica pushed their
canoes into the water and navigated to the center of
the lake to set the first stone and build an altar to
their sun god Huitzilopochtli. This was described in
the accounts of Fray Diego Durin as a very signifi-
cant and emotional moment in Aztec history. Every
single member of the community, men, women, and
children, kneeled in prayer and thanked their divine
benefactor for finalizing their long journey and giv-
ing them a place to call home.

The next day Cuauhtlequetzqui, the highest
priest of Huitzilopochtli, ordered everyone to be
ready by dawn to start cutting trees and wood to
build an altar, to give thanks for the god’s protection
and to continue in his favor. But even in their joy,
the Mexica had other issues to face. The land desig-
nated by Huitzilopochtli layed within the bordering
parameters of the kingdoms of Azcapotzalco and
Tetzcoco, and the Mexica did not possess the mili-
tary capacity nor the financial enterprise to exercise
any form of political or militant pressure over the
neighboring kingdoms. They fully understood that
they were placed in the middle of two stronger king-
doms and any factor triggering war would obliterate
their small civilization. For a small period of time,
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2.5 Foundation of Tenochtitlan, from the Codex
Mendoza (Manuel Aguilar-Moreno)

the Mexica became hunters, food gatherers, and
agriculturalists. Later on they designated days of
travel to neighboring towns to sell and trade raw
materials in exchange for manufactured goods or
other forms of raw materials not available to them.
This brought the unpleasant attention of the inhab-
itants of the neighboring towns, especially from the
people of Azcapotzalco, who immediately com-
plained to their king to enforce some form of taxa-
tion on the Mexica. King Tezozomoc, ruler of
Azcapotzalco, made decrees, which heavily taxed the
Mexica for using the land and for conducting busi-
ness within the territories of his kingdom. The Me-
xica sent diplomats to persuade the king to lessen his
harsh policies, but the committee only angered him.
The king instead implemented even heavier taxation
laws upon the Mexica. The Mexica knew that mili-
tary action was not an option and that any form of
retaliation would completely wipe them out; they
were in a precarious position and obligingly, though
only temporarily, accepted the heavy penalties.

Establishing a Government

These events called for a drastic reevaluation of
Mexica-Aztec politics. The Mexica-Aztec tribe
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needed to evolve into a more complex and sophisti-
cated political power. The wise men and the priests
decided to begin to expand into a kingdom. Mexica-
Aztec nobles began to make political alliances with
the neighboring towns and kingdoms through mar-
riages. Then the elder and wise men decided that it
was time to hand over the power to a king to expand
their kingdom. They had to select a strong monarch
who would be the embodiment of Huitzilopochtli
on earth.

KING ACAMAPICHTLI

The search began by tracing the lineage of all Aztec
nobles in hopes of finding an individual who unified
all the qualities of a great king. One day they heard
news about Opochtzin, a high-ranking official of
noble and Mexica lineage who had married into a
noble family of Colhuacan, taking Atotoztli for his
wife. Together they had Acamapichtli, a strong
youth famous for his courage and good looks. To the
Mexica-Aztec, Acamapichtli had the most excellent
training to be king. It was then that Acamapichtli
married the noble lady Ilancueitl to reinforce a
political alliance with the lords of Colhuacan. After
their marriage, the new rulers were brought to Lake
Tetzcoco and crowned as the first king and queen of
Aztecin 1375 C.E.

Acamapichtli ruled his kingdom effectively, and
during his years in power, the city of Tenochtitlan
began its construction. Buildings, residential areas,
temples, parks, canals, and streets were created.
The kingdom became more organized and enjoyed
a certain period of peace and growth. King
Acamapichtli had established his kingdom, but Ilan-
cueit] had failed to produce an heir to the throne.
This brought concern to the council of wise men,
for they saw great misfortune for the kingdom if
Acamapichtli should die without leaving a trained
prince to occupy his throne. They all agreed that
the king should take several wives from the local
nobles. Each member of the council then gave him
a young daughter as a wife to produce heirs to the
throne. From these unions, Acamapichtli sired sev-
eral children: Cuatlecoatl, Tlacahuepan, Tlatolzaca,
Epcoatl Thuitltemoc, and Tlacacochtoc. With
Cocatlamihuatzin, the daughter of Cuauhtlo-
quezqui, the highest priest of Huitzilopochtli, he

sired Huitzilihuitl, who became the most important
of all the princes favored among the people. In
addition, Acamapichtli had an illegitimate son
named Itzcoatl with a Tepanec woman from
Azcapotzalco; this son would later be venerated for
his brave character, charismatic personality, and
aptitude for leadership that allowed him to become
king of his land. Itzcoatl was adopted by Cocatlami-
huatzin and that is the reason why the native histo-
rian Chimalpahin considered him as her son.

Acamapichtli ruled for a period of 20 years, until
1395. Knowing that his death was approaching,
King Acamapichtli called his council of wise men to
give them his final instructions. He apologized for
not being able to free the city from the domination
of the king of Azcapotzalco. He did not appoint an
heir because he wanted to have a democratic elec-
tion. He specially requested that the entire city
should choose their new king out of all possible
seven princes he had fathered. In addition, he gave
specific orders to have all his surviving wives well
taken care of, and at the end of his speech, the first
king of the Aztec, Acamapichtli, died at the age of
70. Unlike the later Aztec kings, Acamapichtli’s bur-
ial was simple, almost average. He was not buried in
a majestic tomb with gold tributes and a massive sac-
rifice of slaves. At the end of his reign, the Mexica-
Aztec kingdom was extremely impoverished, and
even the king had hardly anything to eat.

Political Expansion
KING HUITZILIHUITL

Unlike many other world monarchies, the Aztec
monarchy consulted public opinion to elect their
next ruler. The council met, and they all agreed that
since each member had given Acamapichtli one
daughter, the future king would be related through
blood with one of the members, thereby ensuring
the council’s position and its importance in making
political decisions. It was then in the year of 1396
that the elders convoked a massive congregation,
with all the inhabitants asking them to elect their
new king. All four sectors of the city of Tenochtitlan
were called to vote: Moyotlan, Zoquiapan (or
Teopan), Atzacoalco, and Cuepopan. The people,
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after paying honors to Huitzilopochtli and after
hearing the passionate speeches of their priests and
elders, claimed prince Huitzilihuitl as their new king
and ruler of the Mexica-Aztec.

Huitzilihuitl’s contribution to the kingdom was
mainly in the political arena. The Mexica-Aztec
remained a subcolony to the grand lord of
Azcapotzalco, and taxation was extremely high, pre-
venting the Mexica-Aztec from progressing and
obtaining financial freedom. The council then pro-
posed to have Huitzilihuitl ask for one of the daugh-
ters of the king of Azcapotzalco in order to establish
a political alliance, to decrease taxation laws, to
grant autonomy to the lands they inhabited, and to
gain a degree of political independence. The council
sent two elders to the king of Azcapotzalco to ask for
one of his daughters in marriage. King Tezozomoc
accepted the proposal and was pleased to send one of
his daughters, Ayaucihuatl, as a consort and queen of
the Aztecs. However, this decision did not please
most nobles in King Tezozomoc’s court, for they
recognized the political and economical interests
behind the marriage proposal and the multiple con-
cessions the Mexica-Aztec were aiming to obtain.
Nevertheless, the Aztec king, Huitzilihuitl, married
Princess Ayaucihuatl. (An alternate source to
Durén’s, written by Chimalpahin, varies on the fol-
lowing events and parts of Aztec genealogy.)

Shortly after the union, she gave birth to Prince
Chimalpopoca, whose name means “ring, or shield,
of smoke.” A great feast was celebrated in honor of
the newborn prince, and all the nobles from
Azcapotzalco were invited. During the celebration,
it is said that the queen took the opportunity to ask
her father to reform the laws, eliminate taxation, and
grant complete autonomy to the Aztecs. From
ancient readings, it appears that King Tezozomoc
agreed to his daughter’s petition, but these conces-
sions made other powerful families from
Azcapotzalco grow angry with envy, and they
pressed the king to sustain all original policies. King
Tezozomoc opted to maintain peace and please both
sides on some level. He eliminated some of the
taxes, yet sustained the most important ones that
benefited the noble families of Azcapotzalco. Great
honors were bestowed upon Queen Ayaucihuatl; she
was beloved by the Aztec, and 13 years after her
ascension, her people suffered and mourned her

death with great pain. Two years later, King Huitzil-
ihuitl died, barely into his 30s, leaving the young
prince Chimalpopoca as his heir to the throne.

KING CHIMALPOPOCA

Chimalpopoca followed the same politics as his
father after becoming king of the Aztec in 1417, and
he maintained a strong relationship with his mater-
nal grandfather, King Tezozomoc. The young king
hardly played any important role in the game of pol-
itics; he was inexperienced and an orphan without
parental advice, completely subjugated to interests
of the council. On the other hand, his grandfather
loved him and wished to help him. Noticing his
great affection, the council took advantage and often
requested favors and avoided paying tribute to the
lords of Azcapotzalco. The situation shifted from
bad to critical when King Chimalpopoca made a
request for access to the clean water from Chapulte-
pec and to have the people of Azcapotzalco donate
free labor, clay, and building materials to construct
an aqueduct to bring this water to Tenochtitlan. The
king of Azcapotzalco did not like the request; he
observed that the Aztec, through the council, were
constantly asking for favors and paying little in taxes.
All the same, the king took the request to his council
to ask for approval.

The council of Azcapotzalco, which was already
extremely upset with the special favors granted to
the Aztec monarch, took it as an opportunity to
retaliate and call war against the Aztec. Under the
claim that the relative newcomers had taken posses-
sion of their land without paying any form of tribute
to their kingdom, the council of Azcapotzalco ruled
that war was inevitable and that the Aztec tribe
needed to be eliminated. King Tezozomoc, unable
to contain the council members, begged them to
spare his grandson and only to send him to exile.
The council replied that his grandson was only asso-
ciated to the kingdom of Azcapotzalco via a mother-
son relationship; therefore, his true loyalty would
remain connected to his father’s interests only. They
predicted that King Chimalpopoca would be loyal to
the Aztec and not to the lords of Azcapotzalco.
Upon hearing the final verdict, the old king Tezo-
zomoc died of anguish. It remains uncertain what
exactly happened, but the original strategy of open
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war was eliminated. Chimalpopoca’s enemy opted to
enter the palace secretly and murder Chimalpopoca
and his only son while they slept, making sure no
other prince would ascend to the throne and become
king.

KING ITZCOATL

The murder of the royal family left the Aztec in a
state of panic. Without strong leadership, their small
kingdom was constantly under the menace of
becoming eradicated. Conditions called for a leader
who would give the Mexica-Aztec kingdom hope of
survival against the dominion of the enemy king-
doms within the vicinity. The Aztec sought out mil-
itary leadership. They needed a strong warrior king
to protect the land and lead them into battle if nec-
essary. It was then that the council traced the line of
descendants of their great second king, Huitzilihuitl.
Among all of Huitzilihuitl’s line of descendants, only
his brother Itzcoatl, the illegitimate son produced by
King Acamapichtli and a Tepanec woman, met all
the necessary qualifications. Without further delay,
in the year of 1426, Itzcoatl ascended to the throne.
The festivity of his ascension was quickly eclipsed by
the level of tension and hostility between the Aztec
and the Tepanec lords of Azcapotzalco. The Mexica-
Aztec tried to evade war, and as a last gesture of
good faith, they sent Itzcoatl’s nephew Tlacaelel as a
messenger advocating for peace. Maxtla, the new
king of Azcapotzalco, did not want to persuade his
advisers to opt for a peaceful coexistence between
the two kingdoms and replied by simply saying that
war was inevitable.

At that moment, the new king of the Mexica-
Aztec showed his true power; he and Tlacaelel gave
an emotional speech that exalted the masses and led
their people to battle. The Mexica-Aztec of
Tenochtitlan allied with Tetzcoco and Tlacopan (a
dissident Tepanec town) to form the Triple Alliance,
a strong military-political-economic coalition that
would give origin to what became the Aztec Empire.
The long tyranny of the Tepanec of Azcapotzalco
had created hatred among its subjects. Tetzcoco, a
tributary town of the Mexica, and the rebellious
Tepanec of Tlacopan therefore risked their destinies
to unite with the Mexica in a desperate war for liber-
ation. The Mexica-Aztec and their allies fought

fanatically and quickly overpowered their enemy.
Only hours after the battle had begun, the Tepanecs
started to retreat to their land. King Itzcoatl fol-
lowed his enemy and invaded the city of Azca-
potzalco, mercilessly killing the majority of the
population; then he ordered the city to be burned
down and the temples and royal treasures to be
looted. When the battle ended, not much remained
of the Tepanecs or of the city of Azcapotzalco. For
the Aztec, this victory represented a significant pas-
sage through which they gained autonomy, owner-
ship of their enemy’s land, and a new warlike
lifestyle. Political treaties now took a backseat;
under the leadership of their new king, the Aztec
began to spread fear and war, establishing colonies
outside their original dominions. In the same fash-
ion as the Tepanecs, the Coyoacans and Xochimilcas
were defeated and annexed into the expanding Aztec
kingdom.

In the year 1440, and after 14 years in power, the
great warrior king Itzcoatl quietly died, afflicted by
disease. Under his regime, the Aztec defeated the
Tepanec of Azcapotzalco and freed their land from
the Tepanec’s oppressively strong fist. In addition,
the Aztec expanded their territory and colonized
neighboring tribes. Consequently, King Itzcoatl’s
funeral was a majestic display of wealth and formali-
ties that lasted 80 consecutive days.

Military Expansion
KING MOTECUHZOMA T
TLHUICAMINA

After Itzcoatl’s death, his nephew Motecuhzoma
Tlhuicamina (also known as Motecuhzoma I or
Motecuhzoma the Elder) was elected as the new
king. The new king ended the period of mourning,
and after he was crowned, he invited his people to
celebrate and to enjoy some of the new riches they
had obtained from their recent conquests. This is
perhaps one of the first times that the entire king-
dom saw tangible riches distributed among the
nobles and the commoners alike.

Another important event during Motecuhzoma
IlThuicamina’s coronation was the visit of King
Nezahualcoyotl, the ruler of Tetzcoco. There was a
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mutual friendship between the kings; they both
came from similar backgrounds and were distant
cousins. After the magnificent banquet celebrated
in honor of the great kings, Nezahualcoyotl spoke
privately with his cousin Motecuhzoma Ilhuicam-
ina. He revealed that his main interest was to keep
peace between the two kingdoms, especially since
Nezahualcoyotl’s land was not in such a fortunate
situation as the land of the Aztec. In Tetzcoco, there
was strife, hunger, and manifold casualty due to
constant battles waged to defend their small king-
dom against invaders. The Aztec king replied in a
friendly manner and assured his cousin that there
was no need for concern, that he would maintain
perpetual peace with the people of Tetzcoco and
that their kingdoms would work together to
improve their defenses.

It appears that King Motecuhzoma I easily con-
vinced the council to maintain peace with the people
of Tetzcoco, but a simulated war against Tetzcoco
was acted out to intimidate other towns and to mark
Aztec superiority to the people from Tetzcoco.
Upon concluding the simulation of war, the two
kingdoms rejoiced and came together to celebrate.
This well-structured plan enabled the two kingdoms
to develop a symbiotic relationship. The small king-
dom of Tetzcoco became an independent kingdom
attached to the fast growing Mexica-Aztec kingdom.
Unlike other lands conquered and subjugated to
slavery, Nezahualcoyotl’s territory and its inhabi-
tants, having entered into the Triple Alliance,
enjoyed freedom and rights. This methodology of
politics rendered the Aztec culture as a very power-
ful and sophisticated one, which quickly developed a
sharp political perspective.

After the “victory” of the lands of Tetzcoco,
King Motecuhzoma I ordered the halt of all mili-
tary activities and began the construction of a tem-
ple dedicated to Huitzilopochtli. During the next
12 years, military activity was reduced, and the
Aztec king called upon all his newly colonized ter-
ritories to provide materials, labor, and tributes to
the great temple. Shortly after the decree, materials
and labor started to arrive from the newly subju-
gated tribes—Azcapotzalco, Coyoacan, Xochi-
milco, Cuitlahuac, and Mizquic—as well as from
Colhuacan, Tlacopan, and Tetzcoco. The 12-year
peace and construction phase came to an abrupt

stop when the masters of construction demanded
larger bricks of stone to carve sculptures to adorn
Huitzilopochtli’s temple.

None of the Aztec land, including the newly
conquered colonies, had the stone resources. It was
necessary to travel abroad to import the stone,
among other materials, to serve for ornamentation.
King Motecuhzoma I decided to send an emissary
to the nearby nation of the Chalcas to demand
labor and material from their territories. Their
leader, Lord Cuateotl, bitterly replied that his
nation would not obey nor respond kindly to the
demands made by the lords of Tenochtitlan. He
reminded the Aztec king that the nation of the
Chalcas was a free state and had no obligation to
provide or pay tribute to Tenochtitlan or its gods.
In addition, as a final warning, he closed his mes-
sage by assuring the Aztec king that the Chalca
were ready to engage in a bloody battle to ensure
their freedom and defend their borders if neces-
sary. King Motecuhzoma I interpreted the Chalca
approach as a lack of diplomacy and as a great
insult perpetrated against himself and his people.
Immediately after receiving the message, he gave
orders to destroy the Chalca and their city, tem-
ples, and gods, and to loot their treasure to pay for
the completion of the sacred temple.

The Aztec then went to battle; they met with a
brave and well-prepared adversary. Battles became
ruthless, but the Chalcas appeared to be losing
ground to the Aztec warriors when the Chalcas
asked for five days of rest owing to religious duty.
The annual festivity to honor their god Camaxtle
was upon them, and they had taken an oath to con-
duct festivities in which Aztec blood would be the
highest offering to their patron deity.

It is not quite clear why the Aztec respected the
Chalca petition, but without further action, the
Aztec went back to their resting camps and allowed
for five days of peace to pass before returning to the
battleground. Word of the events arrived to the
Aztec king, and he too made the promise to honor
Huitzilopochtli with festivities of blood if his divin-
ity would lead the Aztec to victory.

At the end of the five days, the Aztec and Chalca
met once more in battle. This time the war had
become a sacred crusade in which, according to the
two nations, even their gods would clash against
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each other on the battlefield. The battle concluded
with the annihilation of the Chalcas when the Aztec
troops cornered them in the hill known as Cocotit-
lan. There the Chalcas begged for mercy and for
another rest period, but this time the Aztec denied it
and imprisoned all the survivors. Upon the troops’
return, King Motecuhzoma I greeted and honored
his warriors with wealth and high honors. The pris-
oners then were sacrificed in honor of Hui-
tzilopochtli; it is said that a huge bonfire was made
and that the prisoners slowly burned while the
priests ripped their breasts open and tore out their
hearts. As for the territory of the Chalcas, it was
confiscated, and their citizens became subjugated to
the laws of the Aztec and their colonies.

Under Motecuhzoma I, the Aztec treasury multi-
plied, marking the beginning of the military power
of the Aztec. The nobles gained power, wealth,
territory, and slaves. Previously colonized lands
remained loyal, living under fear of the powerful city
of Tenochtitlan. Soon after, other tribes followed the
same fate as the Chalcas and the ones before. Ame-
quemecan, Tepepula, the Huastecs, Xochpan, Tzin-
coac, and Coaixtlahuaca soon fell and became
subject to Aztec taxations.

Besides his military interest, King Motecuhzoma
I emphasized the importance of Aztec history and
sent multiple expeditions in search of Aztlan, the
Aztec place of origin. Although expedition leaders
were never sure if they found the real seven caves of
Chicomoztoc, Motecuhzoma felt confident that he
had recovered Aztec history and had given his peo-
ple a sense of pride and identity. Throughout his
reign, Motecuhzoma I also established his name in
history. He was beloved by his people and feared by
his enemies, and under his leadership, the Aztec
kingdom became an empire. By the time of his death
in 1469, after almost 30 years in power, Motecuh-
zoma I left a legacy of wealth, land, and grandeur no
other Aztec king before him had accomplished.

KING AXAYACATL

The Aztec council members, in agreement with
Lord Nezahualcoyotl of Tetzcoco, elected the sixth
king. They chose a young man, son of Motecuh-
zoma, by the name of Axayacatl, who had a very
good relationship with the many members of the

council and was a distant nephew of Nezahualcoy-
otl. The new king was given an expanding empire
that had accumulated riches and military power,
but Axayacatl was never able to surpass his father’s
legacy. His regency was remembered as a combina-
tion of major conquest (as in the Valley of Toluca),
some minor campaigns, and shameful military
defeat (against the Tarascans). At the same time,
however, his reign was distracted by intrigue and
conspiracy by his enemies. For example, five years
after his ascension to the throne, the noblemen of
the Mexica city of Tlatelolco plotted to take
hostage the city of Tenochtitlan, destroy the coun-
cil of the elders, and emancipate Tlatelolco, with
the ultimate goal of making it the new capital of the
kingdom.

The ruler Moquihuixtli was the principal con-
spirator of this plot. He agitated his people, made
idle promises, and claimed that the war god would
grace them with victory. Axayacatl responded by
going to war against the Tlatelolco province and
massacring the rebels. The small town had no effec-
tive line of defense against the armies sent from
Tenochtitlan. The city was seized, and Moquihuixtli
was killed at the local temple of Huitzilopochtli, and
his body was thrown to the bottom of the stairway.
King Axayacatl was merciful with the lives of the
women and children and the men who had not taken
part in the rebellion, but the citizens of Tlatelolco
were severely punished: They lost their Mexica citi-
zenship, were lowered to the ranks of slaves, and
were forced to pay high taxes to any other colonized
territory.

In order to restore his reputation and to recover
the respect and admiration of his people, King Axa-
yacatl decided to wage war against the Tarascans and
claimed the land of Michoacan as the newest annex
to the Aztec kingdom. Unfortunately, Axayacatl did
not enjoy the same success as his father had had
acquiring land; Axayacatl’s army of 24,000 men was
nearly annihilated by the Tarascans, who were also
formidable warriors. His vain dream of incorporat-
ing the land of Michoacan into his empire proved to
be catastrophic. Most of King Axayacatl’s military
campaigns that followed met similar disappointing
results, and at his time of death in 1481, his kingdom
faced multiple upheavals and conspiracies that
threatened Aztec stability.
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KING TIZOC

The seventh king, Tizoc, rose to the throne in the
same year as the funeral of his predecessor. Tizoc,
who was Axayacatl’s brother, was one of the
youngest Aztec kings. Not properly trained as a war-
rior, much less as a monarch, he was often riddled
with doubt. He is considered to be a very minor
character in Aztec history. According to the writings
of Durin, the emperor’s system of government was
heavily criticized because of his lack of courage. He
showed no interest in expanding Aztec territory, he
did not increase the empire’s wealth, and under his
leadership, all military activity became passive. The
only significant achievement attributed to Tizoc was
his interest in finishing the construction of the tem-
ple of Huitzilopochtli. King Tizoc died five years
after his coronation. Due to his lack of character and
his passiveness, it is believed that his death was part
of a military conspiracy in which he was poisoned.

KING AHUITZOTL

After the death of their seventh king, the Aztec
looked for a candidate who would be the exact oppo-
site of Tizoc. They desired a young warrior full of
vitality and strong military interest. The council
decided to choose the youngest son of their fifth
king, Motecuhzoma. However, this time, many
nobles were hesitant about the election, for the past
monarchs Axayacatl and Tizoc, also direct descen-
dants of the great Motecuhzoma I, had failed to
bring glory to the Aztec or to surpass the golden age
of their father. With great controversy, in the year
1486, King Ahuitzotl, Motecuhzoma I’s last son,
ascended to the throne. The eighth monarch of the
Aztec quickly came to enjoy the support of his mili-
tary comrades, as he showed genuine interest in
developing new martial strategies and greatly
favored the military class. Although Ahuitzotl
undertook war campaigns, he was best remembered
for concluding, after eight kings and endless strug-
gles, the construction of the Great Temple dedicated
to Huitzilopochtli, their supreme deity.

King Ahuitzotl invited all the people that inhab-
ited his vast lands to celebrate; every noble, warrior,
commoner, and slave was commanded to attend the
festivities that would represent the culmination of

Aztec supremacy over the Valley of Mexico. There
was no distinction of class, gender, or ethnicity.
Tenochtitlan erupted with people, and it is said that
from an aerial view, the city resembled a gigantic ant
colony.

The ceremony began with the placement of the
four most powerful lords of the Aztec Empire at the
top of the pyramid, each one situated at a cardinal
point. King Ahuitzotl stood next to the statue of
Huitzilopochtli; beside him stood the ruler of Tetz-
coco, Lord Nezahualpilli; the ruler of Tlacopan; and
the king’s adviser (cihuacoatl), Tlacaelel. The drums
began to play at early dawn, and the first sacrifice
took place. Lines of slaves and prisoners awaited as
each lord conducted the sacrificial offering. One
prisoner after the next was sacrificed from dawn to
dusk for four continuous days; the temple of
Huitzilopochtli poured a river of blood that
emanated from the four cardinal points. It is said
that 80,400 people were sacrificed during the four
days, but this was probably an exaggeration. People
at the footsteps of the temple waited for the blood to
come down, then they collected it in small contain-
ers and spread it over their houses, temples, and
municipal courts, as well as their faces, as a blessing.
Tenochtitlan was covered in blood, and on the fifth
day after the sacrificial ceremony had ended, the
king honored the bravest warriors and lords by cov-
ering them with riches of gold and new weaponry.

Unlike the previous monarch, King Ahuitzotl
worked hard to expand the Aztec Empire. During
his government, he fought against multiple city-
states and annexed them to Tenochtitlan. He
engaged in war with the cities of Izhuatlan, Miahu-
atlan, Tehuantepec, and Amaxtlan and obtained
great wealth. He colonized lands extending as far
south as Guatemala. Because the newly acquired
lands required protection and military domination,
Ahuitzotl declared that all freeborn males of the age
of 18 and up should be trained as warriors in order
to reinforce the army and secure Tenochtitlan’s eco-
nomic interests. Additionally, Ahuitzotl devoted a
great amount of effort to properly urbanizing the
capital and populating cities such as Alahuiztlan and
Oztoman, which he later used as military centers.

In the year 1502, upon return from a war fought
in the area of Oaxaca, King Ahuitzotl was very ill. It
is unknown what disease afflicted him, but in less
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than a year he lost his strength and became thin and
brittle. He died accidentally that same year, during
the inauguration of an aqueduct in Tenochtitlan.
With his death, the empire suffered a great loss, for
he was loved by his people, respected by the council,
and admired by his military men. Under his govern-
ment, the Aztec prospered, and their cities were
modernized.

Aztec Civilization Reaches
Its Zenith
MOTECUHZOMA II XOCOYOTZIN

In the year 1502, the Aztec elected Motecuhzoma
Xocoyotzin (also known as Motecuhzoma II or
Motecuhzoma the Younger) as their 10th monarch.
He was the son of King Axayacatl, and he was
strongly favored among many elders because he
combined military and leadership qualities; in addi-
tion, he descended from a high-ranking noble house
with strong prestige and power. Upon ascending to
the throne, King Motecuhzoma II set in motion
innovative policies that dissolved conventional polit-
ical perceptions of the Aztec Empire. He saw the
council of the elders as an outdated institution that
needed reorganization to keep the empire alive. One
of his first decrees was to establish a court of young
apprentices who would serve the young king both in
the military and intellectual fields.

The candidates were selected from the most
influential and noble families of the Aztec Empire.
Motecuhzoma II required that all candidates be
male, between the ages of 10 and 12, and the legiti-
mate child of two noble parents. He wanted young
disciples so as to mold them more easily to his own
ideology. The young boys were brought to the
palace and raised to serve the royal family. Although
their noble blood guaranteed them privileges and an
elevated social status, they were warned always to be
truthful and loyal to their king. The most insipid
violations of trust and loyalty were grounds for
immediate execution. Motecuhzoma IT’s clever strat-
egy was created to protect him against conspiracy
and treason, which had destroyed previous mon-
archs. Ironically, Motecuhzoma’s demise was lurking

beyond the land of his empire. His official crowning
ceremony took place in 1502, the same year the
Spaniards arrived at the island of Cuba and began to
colonize the Americas.

From 1503 to 1520, the Aztec Empire suffered a
period of tumultuous upheavals; colonized territo-
ries struggled to gain their independence and, in
most cases, were brutally subdued. Motecuhzoma IT
focused his attention on maintaining the unity of the
Aztec Empire in response to these rebellions against
Tenochtitlan and its monarch. Political policies
created by the Aztec had curtailed tributary
colonies’ ability to prosper; their wealth was sent to
Tenochtitlan, yet they had little or no political role
in governmental issues. Different indigenous groups
demanded autonomy and the elimination of taxa-
tion. This threat to Aztec supremacy forced the king
to rule with an iron fist: Motecuhzoma II inflicted
the most horrific capital penalties to those who
defied his authority; torture, destitution, enslave-
ment, and death were among the most severe forms.
The 10th king of the Aztec made sure that his
authority was respected and that no one who
opposed him would go without punishment. In
addition, he would also leave destitute the traitor’s
family and direct descendants by confiscating their
possessions and land and by condemning them to
slavery for life. On the other hand, Motecuhzoma II
benevolently rewarded loyalty to both Aztec and
colonized lands. When town and local rulers were
loyal to his crown, they received sponsorship to
build temples, schools, and palaces, and on many
occasions their taxes were significantly reduced. His
politics assured that those loyal to him could live
peaceful lives and those who rebelled would earn a
painful and cruel death.

The towns of Quetzaltepec and Tototepec serve
as an example of Motecuhzoma’s brutality. The
inhabitants had become convinced by local leaders
that a magnificent opportunity had arisen, position-
ing the towns to rise against Tenochtitlan and intim-
idate the new king. They built walls and trenches
and blocked all roads and entrances to their towns.
In addition, they refused to pay their taxes and
claimed total independence from the Aztec Empire.
Taking advantage of their geographical location, the
two towns established military bases to ambush
Aztec troops as they approached, while the Quetzalli
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River protected the other side of their towns. They
therefore believed themselves to be safe from enemy
intrusion and left only a few warriors to protect the
location. Historical records note that Quetzaltepec
and Tototepec were agricultural societies, militarily
inferior to Tenochtitlan. Nevertheless, these two
cities, probably driven to their limit by Aztec
oppression, decided to take a chance and gamble
their peace to obtain their freedom. Motecuhzoma
II and his troops arrived at the outskirts of the cities,
and in a final gesture of good faith, the king sent
messengers asking for immediate surrender of the
troops and demanding only the heads of the leaders
of the rebellion. In exchange, he would spare the
cities, and no further penalties would be applied.
Quetzaltepec and Tototepec refused the peace treaty
and, as a final gesture of defiance, killed Motecuh-
zoma’s messengers and disposed of their bodies in
the river. King Motecuhzoma then gave the order to
invade and burn down the cities and to kill every
adult male, without mercy.

The Aztec troops displayed a mastery of military
strategy. Motecuhzoma’s army of 400,000 men razed
the two towns of Quetzaltepec and Tototepec. The
king formed several brigades of warriors, allowing
all of his men time to eat and rest. While one
brigade stormed Quetzaltepec and Tototepec, the
other brigades rested. With this method, the attacks
continued in a nonstop loop, and by the end of the
first day of fighting, the cities had been breached.
Meanwhile, other Aztec troops approached the
Quetzalli River, quickly crossed it in canoes, and
took control of the area. Motecuhzoma’s tactics
assured the Aztec a quick and bloody victory. The
cities were completely destroyed, and the main con-
spirators were captured and taken to Tenochtitlan to
be sacrificed in honor of Huitzilopochtli. Although
he expected many people to die during the battle,
Motecuhzoma gave specific instructions to his sol-
diers that they should not harm any women or chil-
dren, whom he saw as victims caught up in the
conspiracy of their towns’ avaricious leaders.

Wars continued during the first years of Mote-
cuhzoma’s ascension to the throne. Shortly after
Quetzaltepec and Tototepec, other important
groups rose to overthrow the monarch, among them
the Huexotzincas, Cholultecas, Tliliuhquitepecas,
and Tlaxcaltecas, who followed similar fates. Fray

Diego Durén depicts King Motecuhzoma II in his
early years as a strong military figure who always
took command of his armies to impart fear among
the neighboring kingdoms.

During times of peace, Motecuhzoma would
allow his army to relax, but for fear that the war-
riors would become passive, he would often call
upon neighboring rival cities to participate in a
xochiyaoyotl, or flower war. These events can be
loosely interpreted as tournaments in which the
war’s consequences were real and the prisoners cap-
tured were sacrificed to local deities as trophies, but
also in which no communal destruction took place
and the participating cities’ mutual feelings of hos-
tility were kept between each other. In Aztec soci-
ety, warriors gladly went to war but even more
during the xochiyaoyot! because it was thought that
warriors who died during these tournaments would
have a pleasant death and would be taken to the
same heaven or paradise in which Huitzilopochtli
resided. These tournaments were used as battle-
field-training sessions, and they provided prisoners
of war who were sacrificed to the gods in order to
gain favors.

A Prophetic Friend The Aztec Empire finally
reached its plateau sometime during the rule of
Motecuhzoma II. One day the monarch received a
visit from his good and much older friend, King
Nezahualpilli, lord of Tetzcoco. He arrived to warn
him about an omen he had seen in the sky. He pre-
dicted that a more powerful kingdom would rise and
destroy the Aztec Empire, that Motecuhzoma’s cities
would be torn down, his wealth stolen, and his land
invaded. Nezahualpilli’s apocalyptic vision came in
conjunction with the appearance of a comet in the sky
that foretold great catastrophes. Motecuhzoma sum-
moned his astrologers, sorcerers, wizards, and healers
to interpret the apparition of the comet in the night
sky. Unfortunately, none of them had seen it or paid
attention to the celestial event. The monarch, in
shock and anger, sent all these men to be executed
and their families disposed of and enslaved as the ulti-
mate penalty for not fulfilling their responsibility as
guardians of the celestial bodies. Once again, King
Motecuhzoma consulted his good friend King Neza-
hualpilli, who only repeated the same prophecy.
Motecuhzoma wept all night, and perhaps for the first
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time, he felt helpless and afraid. It is speculated that
from this moment on, he became paranoid, and any
unusual behavior or event triggered a deep-held anxi-
ety to which he always reacted violently. After the last
meeting between the two kings, the Aztec Empire
began to slowly collapse.

Spanish Contact

A few years after King Nezahualpilli prophesied the
arrival of the Spaniards, news arrived at Tenochti-
tlan about a floating mountain that had been seen
passing along the empire’s shores. Motecuhzoma 11
decided to send two of his most loyal men on a
secret mission to investigate the phenomenon.
Teuctlamacazqui and Cuitlalpitoc ventured out to
the coast of Mexico. Upon their return, they
described to the king a huge mountain with clouds
floating on top of the ocean. Pale men with long
beards and helmets occasionally emerged from the
interior of the mountain. The Aztec scouts had seen
a Spanish warship, which they described as a moun-
tain, the ship’s spinnakers (sails), which they equated
with clouds, and the armor-clad Spaniards aboard
the ship. Motecuhzoma paid the scouts well for their
service and ordered them to keep the information a
secret on penalty of death.

Immediately the king summoned his new set of
priests, wizards, and diviners to predict who these
pale men were. After the priests conducted multiple
rituals and entered into trances, they arrived at the
conclusion that these men were the direct descen-
dants of the fair-skinned god Quetzalcoatl (Feathered
Serpent), who had been exiled by other deities in a
distant past. Quetzalcoatl, a peaceful god who taught
humans how to harvest the earth, left Tula one day on
a raft of snakes heading east promising to come back
one day. (Over the years, the Toltec man-god Quet-
zalcoatl had become a full-fledged god in the
Mesoamerican pantheon.) The description given to
the priests by the two witnesses led them to believe
that these men were Quetzalcoatl’s descendants and
had arrived to reinstall the peaceful teachings of the
feathered serpent, long forgotten by the followers of
the blood cult to Huitzilopochtli. This proved to be a
fatal assumption in the history of the Aztec that

brought devastation to their empire three years later
when Herndn Cortés and the Spaniards disembarked
in Veracruz.

When the conquistadores landed on the coast of
the modern state of Veracruz, King Motecuhzoma I1
sent a commission of men to greet them and to take
them directly to the city of Tenochtitlan. By this
time, Motecuhzoma had become extremely para-
noid. After the multiple prophecies about the
destruction of Tenochtitlan, he became increasingly
insecure, irrational, and in many cases, hysterical; he
even considered hiding himself and his court inside a
cave in order to remain safe from the approaching
destruction. The Spaniards arrive in Tenochtitlan
and were received with the highest of honors. The
king and the nobles invited the foreigners to take
residency in the imperial palace; Herndn Cortés, the
captain of the expedition, gladly accepted. Clear
communication was possible with the aid of the
Spaniards’ interpreter, Malintzin (La Malinche), or
Dofia Marina, an Indian woman who had learned to
speak several languages, among them Nahuatl and
Spanish. Malinche later became Cortés’s mistress.

Historical accounts written by Durdn described a
meeting between the Spaniards and the Aztec king in
which Motecuhzoma II offered Cortés a large
amount of gold in exchange for Cortés’s promise to
return to his motherland and never set foot in Mexico
again. Cortés refused the offer under the excuse that
he was there to claim the land for his majesty King
Charles V of Spain and to bring the teachings of
Christianity to the natives of the land. After a long
talk, Motecuhzoma and his court of men were made
prisoners and secluded in their own palace under the
pretense that they were going to be instructed in the
Christian faith. In reality, the Spaniards were not
interested in teaching religion, but rather in looting
all the wealth from the palace, especially gold.

The Spanish Conquest
KING CUITLAHUAC

Tenochtitlan suddenly found itself under the control
of the foreigners; the city’s population was confused
by the surprising events and their emotionally unsta-
ble king. Small groups began to plot the murder of
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Cortés and the Spaniards. The council of elders, dis-
approving of the forced cooperation of Motecuh-
zoma with the Spaniards, decided to elect Cuitlahuac
as the new king; however, Cuitlahuac, a patriotic
warrior, lasted only about two months in his position
because he died of smallpox, a disease to which the
Indians did not have immunity. (Brought from the
Old World by Europeans, smallpox decimated
the native population of Mesoamerica and eventu-
ally became the main cause of indigenous deaths
throughout the Americas.)

With Cuitlahuac dead, the conspirators waited
for the annual festival known as Toxcatl, the official
ceremony dedicated to the gods Tezcatlipoca and
Huitzilopochtli. During this festival, while the
Spaniards were distracted, the conspirators planned
to murder them. It is unclear how Cortés uncovered
the plot, but it is clear that he suspected a rebellion.
He decided to pretend that he was unaware of the
plot against him and his men and allowed the cele-
bration to take place.

Cortés, however, needed to leave Tenochtitlan to
stop a Spanish army that had been sent from Cuba
to arrest him under charges that he was not loyal to
the Spanish Crown. He left Pedro de Alvarado in
command of the city. In Cortés’s absence, while
10,000 unarmed Aztec noblemen were gathered for
the celebration of Toxcatl in the courtyard of the
main plaza at Tenochtitlan, Alvarado ordered 40 of
his men to block all four exits from the courtyard
and to murder all the Aztec nobles. Surprised by the
attack, the nobles tried to escape, but they found
themselves defenseless. The Aztec community, in a
state of confusion, tried to defend itself, but its fail-
ure to organize a military defense spontaneously
pushed it to defeat. In order to pacify the frenzy of
the mob, Cortés, who had just returned, took Mote-
cuhzoma to the top of a tall building where he
forced him to command his people to surrender.
Because of Motecuhzoma’s mediocre speech and his
acceptance of defeat, the Aztecs turned against him
and threw stones and arrows at him, calling him a
coward and a traitor. From that moment on, Mote-
cuhzoma II was stripped of his crown and title by
both the Aztecs and the Spaniards. Motecuhzoma
met his death after the attack. The Spanish chroni-
cles say that he died as a consequence of wounds
produced by the stoning, but Indian accounts affirm

that he was murdered by the Spaniards, stabbed five
times while he slept. Because Motecuhzoma had lost
the respect of his subjects and the interest of the
Spaniards, no one took an active interest in setting
the record straight. The exact nature of his death
remains a mystery to this day.

KING CUAUHTEMOC

The crumbling Aztec Empire dispensed of the pro-
tocol and the rituals they had used in the past. The
Aztec selected a new king to lead them into battle
against the Spaniards. King Cuauhtemoc was
elected in 1520 immediately after the unexpected
death of Cuitlahuac. The son of the great king
Ahuitzotl, he was a young warrior whose fighter
spirit and devotion verged on fanaticism. Admired
and loved by his people, the brave Cuauhtemoc led
his troops against the Spanish invaders and created
strongholds in the areas of Tenayuca, Cuauhtlalpan,
Tula, and Tulantzinco. Under the direction of
Cuauhtemoc, the Aztec might have completely
defeated Cortés and his 500 men had the new king
ascended to the throne earlier. The Aztec, for exam-
ple, inflicted a painful defeat on the Spaniards
known as the Noche Triste (Sorrowful Night). They
lost the majority of their army and the rest retreated
to Tetzcoco, where later they planned the siege of
Tenochtitlan. But the Spaniards had already taken
possession of important cities and had made power-
ful alliances with the enemies of the Aztec. The
indigenous tribes of the Tlaxcaltecas, Xochimilcas,
Huexotzincas, Chalcas, and Tetzcocanos united with
Cortés in the war against the Aztec. These alliances
were the key element in the destruction of Tenochti-
tlan and the Aztec Empire. By 1521, Cortés, mar-
quis of the Valley of Oaxaca, conquered the Aztec
and annexed the land of Mexico as a colony of King
Charles V and his Catholic kingdom of Spain.

The last Aztec king, Cuauhtemoc, ruled for a
short three-year period. After capturing Cuauhte-
moc, the Spaniards tortured him in order to obtain
the secret location where he kept the imperial trea-
sures. It is uncertain that such treasures ever existed;
they may have been a product of popular accounts
by the natives, or they may have been a fiction cre-
ated by the ambition of the Spaniards. But King
Cuauhtemoc never confessed or betrayed his people.
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Fearful that the Aztec would rise again against the
Spaniards to rescue their monarch, Cortés took
Cuauhtemoc with him on an expedition to Las
Hibueras (Honduras), and there, under the charges
of a possible conspiracy, sentenced the Aztec king to
death by hanging. Cuauhtemoc was hanged from a
tree, and his body was buried in secret place (sup-
posedly along the border of Guatemala and Hon-
duras) to prevent loyal followers of Cuauhtemoc
from building a shrine.

In 1949, under the altar of the church in the town
of Ixcateopan, Guerrero, archaeologists found what
they believed to be the remains of Cuauhtemoc. The
discovery created a controversy burdened with
nationalistic and ethnic reactions, and a subsequent
interdisciplinary research study demonstrated that
the skeleton recovered was not that of Cuauhtemoc.
However, traditional stories prevailed, and an exhibit
of the bones remains in Ixcateopan today. More
important, the people of the town are convinced that
they have the tomb of the last Aztec king.

Not much is known about the last king of the
Mexica, as little was written about him prior to the
Aztec-Spanish war. History shows him to be a brave
warrior and a loyal king, which earned him timeless
admiration from both his people and his enemies.

After the conquest, in 1524, the first monastic
orders arrived in Mexico and millions of native peo-
ples were baptized under the Christian faith. This

marked the end of the Aztec civilization and the
beginning of 300 years of Spanish colonization.
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GEOGRAPHY OF
THE AZTEC WORLD




THE CONCEPT OF
SACRED LLANDSCAPE

It is said that the nomads of the northern steppes of
Mexico (the Chichimec who included the Mexica)
essentially had an astral religious view. Yet when they
later migrated into the central valleys of Mexico,
where peoples lived in a developed agricultural set-
ting, they adopted agrarian gods related to the Earth
(rain and corn) and combined them with those of the
Sun, sky, and stars. In essence, as these two religious
ideas (astral and agrarian) integrated, the Sun and the
rain became the two great forces that came to rule the
Aztec world and became the gods of two dominant
societies. The warriors worshipped the sun god
Huitzilopochtli, while the civilian population wor-
shipped Tlaloc, the rain god. Both gods shared the
highest place in the temple of their city.

This belief in the cosmological duality of sky and
earth reveals the numerous aspects of nature that the
Aztec either deified or held as extremely sacred.
Among the most important of these were the Sun, the
mountains, the Earth, the caves, the wind, and espe-
cially water in the form of rain, lakes, and rivers. All of
these forces in one way or another provided sustenance
and were depended upon for survival. Thus, life-giving
natural forces were not only deified but permeated
every aspect of Aztec daily life. The forces of nature
were holy because they provided life. The combination
of earth and water symbolized fertility itself, and most
living things were thought to spring ultimately from
the Earth. Caves played a major role in this respect as
the metaphorical uterus of the Earth. According to the
Histoyre du Mechigue (a manuscript attributed to Fray
Andrés de Olmos), Cinteotl, the maize god, was born
in a cave and emerged to the surface of the mountains
and fields to bring food to human beings. In keeping
with this concept, religious and spiritual symbolism
was incorporated into everyday living.

Urban Planning and the
Cardinal Points

One example of this concept of the landscape being
sacred can be seen in the location of Aztec cities and

how they were established, planned, and built. The
Aztec had a primary belief that the four directions of
north, south, east, and west represented the four ele-
ments of the sun, the earth, the wind, and the rain.
The Sun was the most important natural force
because it rose in the east and set in the west. As the
Sun ran along this dominant east-west axis, it also
determined standards of survival by telling the peo-
ple when to plant crops, when to harvest, and when
the dry and wet seasons would occur. This sacred
life-giving movement of the Sun was held in such
high regard that even buildings and streets were
placed in an east-west direction in honor of the
forces that brought sustenance. This combination of
agriculture and religion in the community resulted
in visible expressions of religious and aesthetic
forces coming together and becoming a part of the
everyday life of the people. Thus the religious wor-
ship of the natural elements of everyday life brought
the Aztec community into a direct spiritual contact
with these primary elements of sun, sky, clouds, rain,
wind, earth, water, and mountains.

TENOCHTITLAN

Other concrete manifestations and examples of these
natural-religious expressions of sacred landscape are
seen in the urban planning of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec
capital. The Aztec assimilated and expounded upon
these concepts of sacred landscape from the area pre-
decessors of Teotihuacan and Tula. The Teotihua-
canos and Toltecs also built their cities in lines of
east-west and north-south directions oriented toward
the rising of the Sun in the east and its setting in the
west. These precedents enhanced the Aztec religious
creation stories of one of their gods being born as the
Sun and the birth of the people from their primordial
mother, who is manifested in the female Earth.

Early Mexica-Aztec history and mythology pre-
serve the story of a people originally coming from a
place called Aztlan in the north and eventually migrat-
ing to Tenochtitlan in the central valley of Mexico.
During this migration, the wandering Mexica are said
to have stopped for a time at the sacred mountain Col-
huacan, which contained the caves of Chicomoztoc
(Seven Caves). In this story, the mountain acts as a
source of life, where water is found in abundance, and
the caves represent the womb of the Earth giving birth
to humanity. In the next stage of the journey, the Me-
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xica stopped at another mountain they named Coate-
pec, where they participated in rites of regeneration
and rededication. It was there where the story of the
birth of the god Huitzilopochtli began. Centuries later
at Tenochtitlan, the Aztec would build a great pyramid
with Huitzilopochtli’s shrine on top, commemorating
a mythic mountaintop battle between Huitzilopochtli
and his siblings (see chapters 2, 6, and 9). Thus the
ideas of sacred mountain, mother earth, the birth of
the people, and the battle of the god Huitzilopochtli
would all be manifested and commemorated in the
building of a similar human-made mountain shrine,
the Great Temple, in their capital of Tenochtitlan.

The Aztec word for city was a/tepet/ (water moun-
tain or water-producing mountain), further illumi-
nating the link between the Sun, water, mountains,
and Earth and the Aztec’s historical myths and reli-
gious beliefs, and their incorporation into daily life.
It must be noted that these stories have long prior
histories in Mesoamerica and that the Aztec-Mexica
probably took these versions and adapted them from
earlier Classic Maya, Zapotec, and Toltec histories
from as early as 950 C.E.

The Natural Elements
THE FERTILE EARTH

The Aztec use of sacrificial human blood is another
example of the land being held as sacred. Human
blood was the primary ritual fertilizing agent, ensur-
ing the rising of the Sun, regeneration of the Earth’s
planting cycle, and ensuring the arrival of water for
crops and seasonal changes. In Aztec religious
mythology as stated earlier, the mountains were the
heart of the Earth from which the Earth’s life force,
which governed all aspects of life, came. The moun-
tains gave food and sustenance. As their gods had
once offered their own blood as a sacrifice to sustain
these natural life-giving forces, the Aztec, too, were
obligated to do the same. Thus the religious aspects
of buildings, state governance, war, social customs,
and any other activity were tied to religious rituals of
sacred land, natural forces, and sacrificial offerings.
Furthermore, the Aztec buildings and temples them-
selves later symbolized a validation of Aztec rule, cer-
tified by the sacred Earth itself through religious
sacrificial rites and rituals (see chapters 6 and 9).

As the idea of obtaining food from the land
developed, the notion of belonging to the land and
its interaction between humankind and nature grew.
This idea became of such profound importance to
the Aztec that they created a cyclical calendar of fes-
tivals performed in various sacred cities and natural
locations. These religious rituals, in combination
with the natural landscape, symbolized the regular-
ity of seasons and the fertility of crops and animals.
It also validated the status and functions of the reli-
gious leaders and secular rulers. Therefore, political
legitimacy, religion and its rituals, food, shelter, and
clothing all derived validity from the sacred land-
scape and natural forces. The Earth was viewed as
the giver of life and the ultimate recipient of all that
grows and moves on the surface. The Earth also was
seen to have regenerative powers and was identified
with procreation and agricultural fertility.

WATER

Opverall, the Aztec had a metaphysical worldview, and
the physical environment had wills and personalities.
During the late 15th century, when the ruler Ahui-
tzotl inaugurated a new aqueduct bringing water into
Tenochtitlan, priests dressed up as the female water
deity Chalchiuhtlicue, or Jade-Skirt, and welcomed
the water by burning incense, presenting turquoise,
and sacrificing quail. In this ritual, the deity, priest,
and natural element became equivalent and insepara-
ble in action and thought. Water (in all of its manifes-
tations), like the Sun and the Earth, was a life-giving
force to be worshipped and honored in the various rit-
uals throughout everyday life. Water and its sources
were an extremely important resource for the Aztec,
who valued cleanliness. Bathing and washing clothes
was common practice. Another common practice was
the use of steam baths (terzazcalli), which were used
for both physical and spiritual cleansing. It is said that
the ritual steam bath was so important to the Aztec
that almost every household had access to one.

The Symbolism of
Human-made Architecture

The structure of sacred geography melded together
topographical features and human-made symbols,
allowing for religious communication among the
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3.1 View of Mt. Tlaloc, with the temple of Ebecatl in the foreground, located in Huexotla, Mexico State (Fernando

Gonzilez y Gonzilez)

people who embodied the social order, the natural
forces, Aztec deities, and ancestral heroes.

TENOCHTITLAN

The great urban pyramid at Tenochtitlan was a prin-
cipal icon of sacred geography designed to manifest
the inherent power of things seen and unseen in the
natural environment. By incorporating a combina-
tion of human-made architecture and sculpture with
the sacredness of the landscape (in essence copying
it), and through the use of religious rituals, the Aztec
were able to reenact continually their creation myths
that involved all of the natural elements, thereby
invoking spiritual connection and material blessing
from their gods.

MT. TLALOC

Another example of the joining of the natural and
the artificial was at the temple on Mt Tlaloc,
located about three miles east of Tetzcoco and
Huexotla, where an annual royal pilgrimage
occurred every April or May, at the height of the dry
season. Ascension of the mountain takes about six
hours. There at the top, a ceremony was performed
to call forth rain from within the mountain. It was

commonly believed that water from streams and
lakes, rain from the mountaintops, and clouds origi-
nated in the mountains. For this reason, the Aztec
connected the mountains with water. This pilgrim-
age, which culminated with the Aztec king walking
through a womblike enclosure in the temple atop
Mt. Tlaloc, was a fertilizing mission to a sacred place
where the underworld met the sky and where energy
could be recycled between the social and natural
orders. The Aztec rulers themselves would become
active agents performing essential roles in the
change of seasons by honoring the rain god Tlaloc
with sacred regalia, food, and human blood. In this
ritual, the Aztec ruler and priests, by fertilizing the
god and mountain with these offerings, ensured in
the weeks to come that the first clouds of the rainy
season that formed around the mountain would
eventually become dark thunderstorms blown down
by the god Quetzalcoatl onto the valley, bringing the
renewing life-giving rain for the growth of crops.
The Aztec were so meticulous in their manner of
incorporating religion and nature that a line of sight
can be plotted from the Great Temple of Tenochti-
tlan to a notch between Mt. Tlaloc and its neighbor,
Mt. Tlalocto, where the Sun rises on equinoctial
days. This implies the intricate and complex overall
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cosmological and architectural planning of these
temples with the seasons and the Sun.

Honoring Sacred
Landscapes

To the Aztec, the Earth was the center of life: It gave
birth to all life (such as people, crops, and animals)
and also took life away. Thus the sanctity of the
Earth lay in both its creative and destructive forces
that reside in caves symbolizing the cavities of its
womb. In time, everything that emerged from the
Earth returned back to it.

FESTIVALS

The Aztec had a great number and variety of rituals
and festivals celebrating the cyclical forces of nature.
Huey Tozoztli was celebrated at the height of the dry
season, consecrating the dried seed corn to prepare it
for the coming planting. It was followed by the festi-
val of Huey Tecuilhuitl, which took place in the mid-
dle of the rainy season and honored the first tender
shoots of maize that appeared in the growing period.
That last of the corn festivals was Ochpaniztli, which
signaled the harvest time and the coming of the dry
season. Many ceremonies featured honoring both
maize and earth deities together.

ART AND ARCHITECTURE

The Aztec carved many stone monuments (along
with buildings) that were either placed facing the
mountains or at the foot or top of the mountains,
many times facing east to the rising Sun. These
monuments commemorated the daily appearance of
the Sun and its provision of heat, light, and the eter-
nal renewal of the seasons, and further reveal how
Aztec daily life was inextricably combined with cele-
brating religious festivals that honored their gods
and nature. The same was true of other forms of
buildings, architecture, and art.

STONE DISK OF COYOLXAUHQUI

If the rituals and sacrifices could not be performed at
the sacred mountains (because they were either too

far or too inconvenient to reach), then the rituals
were performed at the human-made altars and pyra-
mids of a city. One of the most striking examples of
combining a sacred myth with the natural landscape
is the carved stone disk of Coyolxauhqui, which lay
at the foot of the stairs of Huitzilopochtli’s pyramid
temple in Tenochtitlan. The 3.5-meter (10-foot)
disk is a carving that illustrates the story of how the
warrior-god Huitzilopochtli protected his mother
by fighting, killing, and decapitating his jealous sis-
ter Coyolxauhqui at the top of Mt. Coatepec. As the
disk commemorated this battle and victory on Mt.
Coatepec, the Great Temple was also called Mt.
Coatepec. The disk honored this sacred myth and
mountain, as did the reenactments of the myth in
ritual ceremonies performed on this man-made
mountain. The Great Temple provided a focus that
united religion, architecture, and nature.

In this same way, all the urban pyramids, shrines,
and artwork combined sacred religious myths
together with natural forces and displayed the eter-
nal power of the natural environment. Additionally,
these material examples of sacred landscape
strengthened religious beliefs and emphasized the
Aztec sense of obligation to return the food and
energy that society had taken from the Sun, sky,
Earth, and water. It was a way of keeping the natural
cycles of rebirth, renewal, and rejuvenation intact
(see chapter 8).

GREAT PYRAMID AT TENOCHTITLAN

The Aztec history and economy were also legit-
imized and validated by the land and ritual sites reaf-
firming their existence as far back as the primordial
beginnings of time. In actuality, the Great Temple at
Tenochtitlan had two temples that represented two
sacred mountains. The first temple commemorated
the myth of the god Huitzilopochtli, which validated
Aztec history and the Aztec right to rule and to make
war. The second temple was built to honor the god
Tlaloc, who was the god of the mountain of suste-
nance; representing water, rebirth, and the life-
giving forces of wind, sky, and rain. In addition, the
Great Temple stood as a symbol of the cosmic
process in motion since the creation of time. It was
the cosmic symbol and embodiment of a mythical
event, a symbol and memorial of achievements and
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rulers that provided an explanation of the land and
history, thereby giving the Aztec a sense of identity
in the natural world. In essence, they conducted
almost all aspects of their lives in step with the cyclic
rhythms of the seasons, which gave them a sense of
rightness and a conviction of how to live their lives.

The dry season, for example, was a time for war,
whereas the beginning of the rainy season was a time
for cultivation. All of their religious rituals, cere-
monies, commemorative monuments, buildings, and
pyramids not only incorporated their sense of the
natural forces, the landscape, and themselves as all
living and affecting one another as one but also
legitimized Aztec conquests. Nature and religion
gave them the right to claim land and people, vali-
dating the state government as an integral part of
the cosmic order; they also provided security in
establishing a sense of being. The Aztec believed
that the natural forces of the world and humanity
were dependent on each other, and this reciprocity
was responsible for their past, their present, and
their future.

The Aztec may have worked out complex
chronological systems in an attempt to understand
such natural phenomena as the seasons and the
movement of the stars. Nature was also used as a
way to understand their past, foresee the future, and
regulate their religious rites and put them in their
proper sequence and order according to the natural
time frame of the seasons.

THE VALLEY OF
MEXICO: THE LAND,
THE LAKE, AND
NATURAL RESOURCES

Geographical Environment

Most people will agree that certain environments
facilitated the development of great civilizations.

One such environment was the Valley of Mexico.
This valley provided the elements necessary for
humans to settle, ponder, and create. Although the
Valley of Mexico lacked a large river, it had many
necessary factors for civilization such as freshwater,
fertile land, game, and some natural barriers.
Although most of the water has by now been drained
from the valley, during the time of the Aztec Empire
(1428-1521), the landscape resembled a water-filled
bowl, with the five lakes surrounded by mountains
and active volcanoes. This physical geography pro-
vided the raw materials for the Mexica to build the
Aztec Empire.

The Aztec were the last Native American civi-
lization to live in the Valley of Mexico, and most of
the landscape still bears the ancient Nahuatl (Aztec)
names. The landscape is dominated by three large
snowcapped volcanoes: Popocatepetl (Smoking
Mountain), Iztaccihuatl (White Woman), and Mt.
Tlaloc (Rain God). The southern end contains a
volcanic escarpment called the Ajusco, which con-
tinues on the west. These mountains served as a nat-
ural barrier that limited the number of people who
arrived at the fertile basin.

LAKES

The Valley of Mexico had five interconnected lakes
that covered the central basin (see map 2). These
lakes were Lake Zumpango, Lake Xaltocan, Lake
Tetzcoco, Lake Xochimilco, and Lake Chalco. They
were created thousands of years ago when the Valley
of Mexico was a true valley whose rivers first flowed
from the south to form Lake Chalco and Xochim-
ilco, which then flowed north through a broad chan-
nel into the slightly lower and salty water of Lake
Tetzcoco. The water then continued to flow farther
north to connect and form Lake Zumpango and
Lake Xaltocan. The freshwater aspect of Lake
Chalco and Lake Xochimilco, which contrasted with
the undrinkable water of Lake Tetzcoco, played an
important part in Aztec society and culture because
during the rainy season, these lakes had a tendency
to overflow and threaten the livelihood of people in
the larger central basin.

In the 1200s, the cluster of southwestern islands
in Lake Tetzcoco that would become the city of
Tenochtitlan teemed with wildlife. These islands
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Map 2 Lake Tetzcoco and the Valley of Mexico (after Townsend 2000: 27)
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were surrounded by marshes, willow groves, reed
beds, and nopal cacti growing on upturned rocks.
This plant life in turn fed an abundant aquatic life
that attracted a variety of waterfowl, such as eagles,
herons, ducks, and cranes.

THE VALLEY BEFORE THE AZTEC

The valley saw different civilizations flourish long
before Tenochtitlan was established. Teotihuacan,
for example, dominated the Valley of Mexico
between 200 and 600 C.E., and it was one of the
largest cities in the world. However, around the year
700 C.E., Teotihuacan was burned to the ground,
and most of its inhabitants disappeared. Did they
die? Migrate? No one knows for sure. Some scholars
believe that the city’s collapse led to a population
decline in the surrounding area. But this fertile area
could not remain underpopulated for long, and
about 100 years after the fall of Teotihuacan, a new
group of nomadic people who spoke Nahuatl began
to arrive on the shores of the five lakes. Other schol-
ars think that there were Chichimec-nomadic
groups who arrived during the last years of Teoti-
huacan. They settled down as subjects of the great
city and learned its highly advanced customs and
traditions. In a certain moment they played a role in
the destruction of Teotihuacan and birth of Tollan
(Tula) and the Toltec civilization.

These Nahuatl speakers commanded a language
that had never been spoken in central Mexico.
According to their legends, they arrived in waves of
tribes and over time intermarried with the settled
inhabitants of the Valley of Mexico. Their offspring
resettled many ancient towns and created numerous
new ones during the main period of migrations
(800-1200 C.E.). Azcapotzalco, a town that occupied
the western shore of Lake Tetzcoco and had pros-
pered alongside Teotihuacan, continued being an
important center. Two small towns named Xaltocan
and Zumpango developed on islands among
marshes and shallow lakes in the north. Continuing
waves of Nahuatl tribes led to other polities such as
Colhuacan, Tlalpan, Xochimilco, Mixquic, and
Chalco, which sprung up in and around Lake
Chalco and Lake Xochimilco to the Southeast. The
people made this area economically stable because
they used the plentiful summer rains and freshwater

springs to create hillside farming terraces and
develop chinampa agriculture (shallow marshlake
farming).

Watering Systems
CHINAMPAS
The southern area of the lakes had been highly

developed over the centuries. Today, one may hire a
flat-bottomed canoe and drift through the quiet nar-
row canals of the “floating gardens of Xochimilco,”
but these are only a fragment of the surviving chi-
nampa system that once covered miles of lakebed
terrain. During the days of the Aztec Empire, the
chinampa farming zone on Lake Xochimilco pro-
duced at least half of the food for Tenochtitlan,
which may have had as many as 200,000 inhabitants
people upon the arrival of the Spaniards in 1519.
However, as early as the 1450s, Tenochtitlan’s popu-
lation already exceeded 150,000 people, and the
Tenochcas were continually in need of new tracts of
land in order to feed themselves. They accomplished
this by conquering most of the cities in the valley
and using the conquered people to build, perfect,
and expand agricultural terraces, aqueducts, and chi-
nampa fields. All aspects of maintenance, from irri-
gation to fertilization, were tightly controlled and
regulated, with a high regard for reusing all of the
materials at their disposal. (In fact, the Aztec were so
concerned about not letting anything go to waste,
that the chinampa gardens were even fertilized with
human excrement collected in canoes from
Tenochtitlan and then transported to the fields.) For
more information about chinampas, see chapter 12.

NATURAL SPRINGS

Located in Lake Tetzcoco, basically a large, salty
lake, Tenochtitlan was always in search of sources of
freshwater. Although the Aztec took over and
expanded the chinampa system in Lakes Xochimilco
and Chalco to feed themselves, they had to look for
other new sources of freshwater. Studies and archae-
ological evidence show that the Aztec were able to
build a sophisticated drainage system of dams, sluice
gates, and canals in order to control the water supply
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to their huge tracts of floating farms. These mea-
sures helped avoid flooding in the rainy season while
maintaining moisture during the dry season to
ensure that plentiful harvests could occur year
round.

Though aqueducts were also built to bring fresh-
water into the city, the Tenochca had a continual
problem about water. During the rainy season the
valley was prone to flooding by violent storms,
which would then drain very slowly, and during the
dry season, there was a problem of not having
enough water to drink as evaporation tended to
lower the water level. During the 1400s, the lake
around Tenochtitlan was already quite shallow, so
there was a great fear that especially during times of
drought, the lake might dry up. These worries were
heightened soon after Tenochtitlan allied itself with
Tetzcoco and Tlacopan (ca. 1428); in the dry season,
the Aztec had a difficult time supplying the city with
drinking water from the springs on the island.

AQUEDUCTS

The birth of the empire (through the Triple
Alliance) probably led to large population growth,
yet the water of the lake itself was too salty for
drinking. The only solution was to bring in freshwa-
ter from the springs that flowed on the mainland. At
first, the Aztec brought this water in their canoes,
but as this was an inadequate method of transporting
water, Motecuhzoma I had built an aqueduct more
than three miles (five kilometers) long and about five
feet (1.5 meters) wide to bring water from the
springs of Chapultepec. This remarkable work of
engineering was made following the design of King
Nezahualcoyotl of Tetzcoco. A second aqueduct was
later built from the southern city of Coyoacan to
provide water for the ever-growing Tenochtitlan.
Nezahualcoyotl of Tetzcoco also started numerous
water projects to bring freshwater to towns and
cities in his area of the empire. Among the best pre-
served are the channels that brought water from
springs below Mt. Tlaloc and Santa Catarina del
Monte to the town of Tetzcotzingo (see chapter 9).
Yet even with the aqueducts, the people were still
dependent on seasonal rain to water the vast terrace
systems and new farmlands in the foothills. Once
again, as the population in the central valley

increased, it is probable that the population eventu-
ally exceeded the food production made available
through rainfall agriculture. Thus as more aqueduct
systems were employed, the rivers were diverted in
the northwest to create dams and streambeds for
even larger fields suitable for farming.

In addition to the chinampa farms and the irriga-
tion needed to produce crops on the islands and the
mainland, the lakes of the valley also contained
extensive reed beds, which provided another almost
inexhaustible source of prime material. The Aztec
learned to use fibers from not only the reed plant
but also palm leaves, cane slats, cacti, and notably
the long broad leaves of the aloe plant to make all
kinds of items, such as baskets, seats, mats, stools,
and small low tables. The pet/at/ (fine and coarse
reed mats) was as much an object of everyday life as
the overstuffed recliner is today. (The petlatl [petate]
is still widely used at present.) In fact, the reed mat
became an important symbol of Aztec kingship.

The Spanish writer and soldier Bernal Diaz del
Castillo, who took part in the conquest of Mexico,
likened the many cities built on the lakes to those of
the legendary medieval tales of Amadis of Gaul.
Today, most of the lakes are drained and modern
Mexico City’s towers and buildings command the
center of the valley. This city, one of the largest on
earth, covers about a third of the entire central valley,
and only a very small portion of the lakes remains.
Thus, the Tenochca developed the physical environ-
ment of the Valley of Mexico into an empire that first
the Spaniards and, later, Chilangos (a sardonic nick-
name given to people who live in Mexico City) have
transformed into the hectic capital of modern Mexico.

THE ISLAND CITY OF
TENOCHTITLAN

Centuries ago, the Aztec founded their island capital
in a breathtaking site known as the Valley of Mexico.
Today the site is not ideal. Mexico City sits on a fault
line in an unstable lake bed surrounded by mountains
and active volcanoes that trap smog. Nevertheless, 23
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million people (one out of five Mexicans) continue to
live in the city. Why? They live there because they
are held by traditions of power that hark back hun-
dreds of years.

Origins

Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec Empire,
stood on the site of modern Mexico City. These are
not different cities. Tenochtitlan is the foundation
and the cultural base for Mexico City. The story of
Tenochtitlan begins in the early 1300s when a tribe
known as the Mexica, a Chichimec subgroup
arrived in the Valley of Mexico. But by the time of
their arrival, most of the Valley of Mexico appeared
to be taken. The north was controlled by the
Otomi, the west by the Tepaneca, the east by the
Acolhua, and the south by the Xochimilca, the Col-
hua, and the Chalca. The Mexica, however, fol-
lowed a vision spoken to them by their god
Huitzilopochtli, who told them to settle where the
mighty eagle sat upon the nopal (prickly pear) cac-
tus devouring a snake. The Mexica saw this sight
on a small island located in the center of Lake Tet-
zcoco. In 1325, they built their city upon that
island and named it Tenochtitlan (the place of the
nopal that grows on the rock). A second city named
Tlatelolco was built around the same time a few
hundred meters north on an adjoining island by
dissident Mexica, the Tlatelolco, who would
become great traders.

The twin islands upon which Tenochtitlan and
Tlatelolco were built did not at first sight appear to
have the resources needed for the growth of an
empire. There were meager agricultural prospects
and a lack of building materials. Furthermore,
Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco were surrounded by
cities that were generally hostile. However, the
Mexica were very close to the practices of their
hunter-gathering ancestors, and they were thus
able to make use of the positive features of the
islands. If at first they could not farm, the many
forms of available, edible aquatic life, snakes, fish,
and birds allowed hunting, and other types of pro-
duce such as frogs, crustaceans, insect eggs, and
lake algae allowed a type of gathering. As the
Mexica were surrounded by hostile neighbors,

Tenochtitlan came to specialize in war. Surround-
ing enemies were easily reached via the lake, which
allowed large numbers of soldiers and materials to
be moved by canoe. Tlatelolco, on the other hand,
took advantage of its proximity to other people to
develop trade with the Colhua, Chalca, Xochi-
milca, and Mixquica to the south, the Acolhua in
the east, and the Tepanec in the west. The traders
of Tlatelolco became so successful that their mar-
ket became the largest in Mesoamerica. Therefore,
after only a few decades, the Mexica of Tlatelolco
and Tenochtitlan began to make their influence felt
as “traders and raiders.”

Initially, the Tenochca were vassals of the more
powerful city of Azcapotzalco, but they eventually
allied themselves with Tetzcoco and Tlacopan to
conquer Azcapotzalco in 1428. The Triple Alliance
was the beginning of the Aztec Empire because
it brought together three important tribes from
the Chichimec migrations: the Mexica of Tenoch-
titlan, the Acolhua of Tetzcoco, and the Tepaneca
of Tlacopan.

City Layout

People often compare the island city of Tenochti-
tlan with Europe’s Venice, but the urban tradi-
tions of the Aztecs were based on Mesoamerican
concepts. Mexica pipiltin (nobles), macehualtin
(commoners), and pochtecah (traders) learned
about their nomadic Chichimec and civilized
Toltec ancestors in public schools. They learned
that the Tenochca and other Nahuatl-speakers
used the name altepet! (water-mountain) for “city”
because a city was a copy of the natural environ-
ment. Since they believed that the landscape was
bound by the four cardinal directions, they
divided their cities into four quarters, and they
raised a two-temple pyramid at the heart of each
city. This pyramid represented the womb of the
pregnant Earth reaching out to the heavens, and
the two temples represented the belief that the
universe was ruled by a force that had a male and a
female aspect. Therefore, duality and the four
directions were an integral part of the institutions,
plan, and architecture of Tenochtitlan and later
Mexico City.
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Map 3 The island city of Tenochtitlan, with its Sacred Precinct (after Townsend 2000: 29)

Government

The altepet! (city) of Tenochtitlan was ruled by the
tlatoani (speaker, or “he who speaks”) and the cibua-
coat] (woman-serpent). This dual leadership reflected
the Aztec belief that every institution, from families
to cities, should be represented by the male and

female force that governed the universe. The #aroani,
by speaking for the city and controlling the military
forces, represented the father who worked outside
harvesting, trading, and fighting. The cibuacoat! pro-
vided for the internal rule of the city just as a mother
directed the activities of the home. Eventually, as in
Rome, the growth of the Aztec Empire led to a
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change in government, and the office of tlatoani
become kinglike. The first of these independent
kings was Itzcoatl (1427-44); he was chosen by a
council of four people because he was related to the
last tatoani and had military experience. Subsequent
leaders were chosen for the same reasons.
Tenochtitlan, like most Aztec cities, had four cazz-
pan (quarters), and it is possible that at one time the
council that selected the t/atoani had represented each
quarter of the city. There is some evidence of this
from the Huichol and Cora, Chichimec tribes who
never migrated south to the Valley of Mexico. These
two tribes, from the present-day states of Jalisco and
Nayarit, continue to organize their towns and villages
into four quarters (A, B, C, and D). Every year the

elders from each quarter choose two people from one
quarter to rule for a year. They always choose in the
same order, so if in 1900 the rulers came from the A
quarter, then in 1901 the elders would choose some-
one from the B quarter, and so on. Furthermore, the
historian James Lockhart discovered Spanish records
written after the conquest that show evidence of a
rotational system in indigenous institutions at Chalco
and Tenochtitlan.

Social Identities

People in the Aztec world defined themselves by
their altepetl, so the people of Tenochtitlan saw

3.2 View of the city of Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco, with its causeways and bridges. Detail of a mural by Diego Rivera,
National Palace, Mexico City (Fernando Gonzélez y Gonzilez)
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themselves as Tenochca. There was however a
smaller unit of organization called the calpulli (big
house) that represented a clan and a neighborhood.
Usually, the calpulli was made up of a group of mace-
bualtin (commoner) families led by pipiltin (nobles).
According to laws passed by Motecuhzoma II, each
calpulli had to have a school (telpochcalli). The calpulli
also served as the basis for the squadrons of the
Aztec army, for maintaining small temples to the
god of the calpulli, and for other such needs of every-
day life (see chapters 4 and 5).

Becoming a Center of Trade

In 1474, the Tenochca ruler Axayacatl captured
Tlatelolco (see chapters 2 and 5). This event affected
every altepet! and calpulli in the Aztec Empire because
the union of these two cities made the site of
Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco the economic and political
center of the Valley of Mexico. Tlatelolco was a trade
city whose pochtecah (merchants) had over time cre-
ated the largest market in Mesoamerica, in large part
owing to three characteristics, identified by architec-
tural historian Wolfgang Braunfels common among
waterfront cities such as Tlatelolco and Venice: Ships
can dock in front of homes, people from the trade
city have an impulse to acquire possessions or
colonies, and the city is entered at the center.
Tenochtitlan, meanwhile, was the city of warriors.
The drive to conquer came from that city. Each
Aztec ruler began his reign with a campaign to bring
prisoners for sacrifice at the great temple. The con-
quest of Axayatcatl led, therefore, to the concentra-
tion of trade and tribute in Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco.
"This city for all intents and purposes became the cap-
ital of the Aztec Empire.

Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco resembled a spider
web. This city, situated in the western part of Lake
Tetzcoco, was connected to the mainland by five
great causeways (ca/zadas) to Tlacopan, Chapulte-
pec, Tenayuca, Iztapalapa, and Tepeyac. Three of
these causeways led to the heart of the city and the
Sacred Precinct of Tenochtitlan. The city was
divided into four campan, which were organized
into smaller equal plots (calpulli) marked off by
canals and streets. The central precinct of
Tlatelolco with its famous marketplace was in the

north, connected to the causeway to Tlacopan.
Many of the streets that were crossed by water also
had bridges that could easily be removed. These
main causeways also acted as dikes, which were
easy to build due to the shallowness of the lake. Yet
here and there, the causeways were broken to let
the water flow under wooden bridges, because it
was dangerous to bottle up the currents of the lake.
This dense grid of walkways, narrow canals, and
causeways also provided routes for foot traffic and
canoes, which were needed because the Aztec had
no wheeled vehicles.

Architecture

The architecture of the city was dominated by
bright colors and triangular shapes. Aztec architec-
ture consisted of open square areas and raised quad-
rangular platforms forming hollow squares within
regular geometrical shapes. Additionally, all of the
ceremonial buildings, platforms, and stairways were
symmetrically arranged to provide a visual hierarchy
oriented to Aztec religious beliefs founded in the
four directions. Pyramids and plazas were built
along a line showing a dominant east-west axis.
Their construction also symbolized and echoed
sacred beliefs in the elements of earth, wind, fire,
and water; for example, pyramids for Ehecatl (the
wind) tended to be circular to allow the god to circle
around his temple (see chapter 9).

The Sacred Precinct

The Sacred Precinct was the most important cere-
monial center in Tenochtitlan, and today many of its
ruins lie beneath downtown Mexico City. The
Sacred Precinct measured approximately 182 meters
(600 feet) east to west and 160 meters (528 feet)
north to south. Within its wall were wide-open
spaces and pyramids with multi-colored shrines.
The wall had gates to the north, south, and west that
led to the great causeways of Tacuba, Iztapalapa, and
Tepeyac. In addition, there was a gate to the east that
led to the Tetamazolco dock. The Great Temple was
the highest building, with two shrines atop: a red
painted shrine to Huitzilopochtli and a blue painted
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shrine to Tlaloc. It commanded the eastern half of
the Sacred Precinct and was neighbored by a tzom-
pantli (skull rack). The round temple pyramid of
Quetzalcoatl rose roughly in the center. The west-
ern half contained the calmecac (school for the
nobles), the ball court, and the Temple of the Sun.
The Sacred Precinct represented the fusion of
Toltec and Chichimec beliefs that was integral to
Aztec religion: Inside the walls, a priest who entered
from the western entrance would walk by the zzom-
pantli, adjoining ball court, and circular pyramid of
Quetzalcoatl, all of Toltec origin, on his way to the
Great Temple with its twin shrines to the Chichimec
solar god Huitzilopochtli and the pre-Toltec rain
god Tlaloc. These buildings symbolized the past and
the present, the Toltec and the Chichimec heritage
of the Aztec.

The area just outside the walls of the Sacred
Precinct held buildings needed for the everyday run-
ning of the city, such as palaces, houses of digni-
taries, and the marketplace. The house of the
cthuacoat! and the royal zoo stood along the eastern
wall. The Palace of Axayacatl bordered the western
wall, and the southern gate led to the imperial palace
of Motecuhzoma II (the site occupied by the mod-
ern National Palace). These two palaces housed the
tlatoani, his wife, family, and many of the bureaucrats
needed to run the city. Archaeology at other Aztec
sites reveals that surrounding houses were probably
the homes of the paper makers and ink makers, who
provided these tools needed by the rulers. This main
square was also the site of one of Mesoamerica’s
largest markets, second only to Tlatelolco’s market.
Tenochtitlan’s marketplace was very orderly but also
crowded with people.

Market of Tlatelolco

The center of Tlatelolco was the economic center
of the united city Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco, and it
had two halves. The western half contained the
main pyramid of Tlatelolco, which is the current
site of the Plaza of the Three Cultures. The eastern
side had the marketplace of Tlatelolco, which was
the largest in the American continent (see chapter
9). Cortés reported that as many as 60,000 people
exchanged goods in this market. In shape, it resem-

bled a modern-day open-air market (tianguis) in
Mexico or a swap-meet in the United States. The
selling of merchandise was organized into specific
areas and then by rows. Items ranged from basic
necessities, such as corn and tomatoes, to exotic
goods, such as feathers and bolts of the finest cloth.
Nearby judges heard complaints of cheating and
stealing and issued harsh sentences. The Aztec did
not use coins or paper money. Instead they
bartered and used cacao (cocoa beans), cotton
cloaks, and gold-filled feather quills for money (see
chapter 12).

Residential Homes

Most Aztec homes in Tenochtitlan were rectangular
houses built of adobe walls and thatched roofs. Sim-
ple homes might have only one building with one
doorway, but larger homes had several buildings
whose doors opened around a central courtyard.
The size of the house depended on whether pipiltin
or macehualtin lived there. An important Aztec city
for evidence about families and living arrangements
is Quauhchichinollan because census documents for
this city from the 1540s have survived. The English
version of the census for Quauhchichinollan, by S.
L. Cline, reveals joint families and nuclear families
living side by side, but the joint family was more
common. It included a father, a mother, children,
and other relatives. The houses of pipiltin were
sometimes raised platforms and colored with
vibrant colors, but these homes followed the same
basic design of buildings arranged around a central
courtyard.

Effects of the Conquest

In 1521, the Aztec Empire came crashing down. An
alliance of Spaniards and mostly Tlaxcalans con-
quered the great city of Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco.
The leader Hernidn Cortés then built a new city on
top of the Aztec capital. Eventually, this new city
received the name of Mexico. A few Spaniards
might have concerned themselves with the purity
of their blood, but the majority of the population in
Mexico City soon became mixed. The descendants
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of the Aztec, knowing that they had had a dual
Chichimec-Toltec heritage, over time accepted
that their heritage had become both indigenous
and Spanish.

The site that embodies this acceptance of mzesti-
zaje (mixed blood) is Mexico-Tenochtitlan. In
Mexico City, three places of worship represent the
concept of the duality of mestizaje. At the corner of
Guatemala and Argentina Streets stand the
remains of the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan and
its shrines to Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli. To the
north is the Plaza of the Three Cultures with its
Tlatelolco pyramid and a Spanish church on top.
And in the neighborhood of Tepeyac is located the
modern basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe. These
three buildings prove that the belief in duality or
mestizaje will remain as long as Mexico exists.
However, Mexico City must give up some of its
power. The centralization of the Aztec Empire did
not end with the Spanish conquest. Today, trade
and tribute (taxes) still flow from the provinces to
the capital, but not enough money is given in
return, even as Mexicans flock north to the United
States. As long as Mexico City retains its great cen-
tralized power, Mexicans from other cities will
continue to migrate north, and eventually, they
will develop a new mzestizaje based on a Mexican
and American heritage.

CITY-STATES AND
NEIGHBORING
PEOPLES

The Valley of Mexico has been the stage for a thou-
sand dramas. Long ago, a teenager hid himself as
warriors from Azcapotzalco approached his father.
This teenager was named Nezahualcoyotl, and in
the following moments, he witnessed what no one
should ever see: The people approached his father,
the ruler of Tetzcoco, and stabbed him to death (c.
1412 C.E.). Nezahualcoyotl survived and fled.
Though heartbroken, he grew into a respected

leader, and in time he brought an army from Tlax-
cala and Huexotzinco into the Valley of Mexico to
seek justice. More than a hundred years later (in
1519), strangers with “smoking trumpets” (gunpow-
der weapons) arrived in the area controlled by Tlax-
cala. They were Spaniards led by Cortés and his
translator, a native woman named Malintzin (La
Malinche). Cortés defeated the Tlaxcalans and made
them his allies. The Spaniards and the Tlaxcalans
marched to the Valley of Mexico, and for the second
time, an army of Tlaxcalans battled in the Valley of
Mexico. Nezahualcoyotl and Cortés both took
advantage of the political situation in the Valley of
Mexico and beyond. Both allied themselves with the
Tlaxcalans because their lives depended on it.
Studying the tribes that made up the Aztec Empire
can explain the factors that led to the march of the
Tlaxcalans.

The Heritage of
Teotihuacan

People had lived in the Valley of Mexico for thou-
sands of years. In 1418, the Valley of Mexico was
controlled mostly by Nahuatl-speaking tribes who
believed that they had a dual Chichimec-Toltec her-
itage. For them, human time began with Teotihua-
can, the city of the gods.

They were wrong. Teotihuacan was a huge and
prosperous city, but it was built by humans who had
already been living in the Valley of Mexico. Teoti-
huacan dominated the Valley of Mexico from the
first to the eighth century C.E., and its great works of
art, monuments, and pyramids prove that indeed
Teotihuacan controlled other city-states. Goods
from this great city traveled as far away as modern
New Mexico to the north and modern El Salvador
to the south, and their beliefs in the Feather Serpent
(Quetzalcoatl) and goggle-eyed Tlaloc continued up
to the arrival of Cortés. There were also the ruins of
Toltec Tula, dating from the 10th to the mid-12th
centuries, located about 60 miles to the northwest of
Tenochtitlan. Tula became a center of mythic signif-
icance, in part because of its historical achievements
that grew in the legends of the people who would
become the Aztec.
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The Chichimec

The Nahuatl-speaking Chichimec from the north
began arriving in the Valley of Mexico around 800
C.E. in waves. During the 10th century, some
Chichimec groups arrived and allied themselves
with the Nonoalca to create Tula and the Toltec
Empire. Other Chichimec groups continued arriv-
ing, and by around 1200, they probably contributed
to the fall of the Toltec.

There were primarily four major migrant
Chichimec groups who wandered into the central
valley of Mexico. The first group established cities
such as Tlaxcala, Tenayuca, Huexotla and Chalco;
the second were the Tepanec, who would eventually
settle on the western side of Lake Tetzcoco at
Azcapotzalco; the third were the Acolhua, who
would take over the unoccupied lands of the eastern
basin, with Tetzcoco as their capital; the fourth
would be the Mexica-Aztec, who built Tenochtitlan
and Tlatelolco on the remaining uninhabited islands
on the lake.

Around 1371, Tenochtitlan became a subordinate
to the expanding Tepanec city-state of Azcapotzalco,
the first society to rise to empire status since the fall
of Tula 300 years before. Yet in time, the Tepanec
allowed the Mexica to conquer their own chinampa
settlements. The Mexica executed many campaigns
in the Xochimilco area, approximately 10 miles
south of Tenochtitlan.

As time passed, the Mexica continued joining the
Tepanec in other campaigns and expeditions as far
south as Cuernavaca, west into the Toluca valley, and
even into the old Toltec lands that lay in the north-
west. The Mexical also aided the Tepanec in their
war with Chalco at the southwestern end of the
lakeshore and in campaigns and conquests against
Xaltocan. Again the Mexica were awarded with sig-
nificant tracts of land. Intermarriage between the
ruling class of the two peoples further strengthened
the Mexica position in an empire that eventually
reached as far as Cuauhtinchan in the valley of
Puebla.

At the time of Nezahualcoyotl’s birth (1402),
the Otomi people controlled the north shores of
the central lakes, but the rest of the valley was con-
trolled by Chichimec tribes. The Tepanec con-
trolled the west, the Acolhua ruled the east, and the

Chalca, Xochimilca, Colhua, and Mixquic ruled in
the south. Other city states such as Tlaxcala, Huex-
otzinco, and Cholula were outside the Valley of
Mexico to the east. Tezozomoc, leader of the
Tepanec, coveted the Acolhua city-states. In fact,
the Acolhua and the Tepanec did not need to fight
because Tezozomoc’s granddaughter was married
to the Acolhua ruler, Ixtlilxochitl, and was the
mother of Prince Nezahualcoyotl, but since ambi-
tion does not respect family, Tezozomoc declared
war on the Acolhua.

This war lasted several years. Ixtlilxochitl came
close to victory, but Tezozomoc sent warriors to
murder Ixtlilxochitl. They succeeded and Nezahual-
coyotl escaped to Tenochtitlan, where his uncles Itz-
coatl, Motecuhzoma, and Tlacaelel lived, and then
traveled to Tlaxcala and Huexotzinco to gather sup-
port. Tezozomoc was now the most powerful ruler
of the Valley of Mexico.

Nothing happened while Tezozomoc lived, but
when he died in 1427, pandemonium set in. Maxtla,
a son of Tezozomoc, murdered his brother and
seized the Tepanec throne. Itzcoatl became the tla-
toani of Tenochtitlan. The next year a combined
army of Mexicas, Acolhuas, Tlaxcalans, and Hue-
xotzincas attacked Azcapotzalco for 112 days.
According to legend. Nezahualcoyotl slew Maxtla,
and Azcapotzalco fell. Afterward, the Huexotzincas
and Tlaxcalans went home. The Mexica of
Tenochtitlan, the Acolhua of Tetzcoco, and the dis-
sident Tepanec of Tlacopan, meanwhile, had formed
the alliance that began the Aztec Empire.

The Aztec Empire

The Aztec Empire began with an alliance among the
city-states of Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco, and Tlacopan.
This alliance allowed the Aztec to increase their
manpower, and under the able leadership of Itzcoatl
and Nezahualcoyotl, the empire grew by conquer-
ing, first Azcapotzalco, then the rich agricultural
city-states of Xochimilco and Chalco. The Aztec
went on to conquer the other cities of the valley,
including Colhuacan, Tlalpan, Milpa Alta, Mixquic,
Xicco, Tlapacoyac, Ixtapaluca, Cuitlahuac, and
Huixachtlan. Ironically, only Tlaxcala resisted Aztec
armies.
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Over time and through prolonged contact, the
Aztec inherited, selected, and adapted various reli-
gious, economic, and social forms from a succession
of the earlier peoples. For example, each Chichimec
tribe held in high regard and even incorporated many
of the religious myths and practices from Teotihua-
can. The great works of art, monuments, and pyra-
mids were respected and even viewed as sacred. In
addition, the ruins of the Great Tollan (place of the
reeds), from which the name Tula derives, became a
center of mythic significance. The people of Tetzcoco
claimed a close affinity to the Toltec because their
first #atoani Xolotl had married a Toltec princess.
Later, the Aztec claimed and absorbed the cultures
and religions of both of these past empires to establish
their own validity and authority.

From both cities, the Aztec not only incorpo-
rated their images and ideas of construction and art
but also adapted their sacred mythologies. For
example, the Aztec derived a creation story about
the birth of the Sun, which broke the primeval set-
ting of silence and darkness of the world. Tula also
provided the fable of the ruler-builder-priest-god
Topiltzin-Quetzalcoatl and his struggle for power
and rivalry with the shamanic wizard Tezcatlipoca.
These sacred mythologies allowed the Aztec to
accept practices of animal and human sacrifice. Fur-
thermore, the ideology of empire was justified by
Teotihuacan and Tula.

Time passed, and by 1519, only Tlaxcala opposed
the Aztec, who controlled most of central Mexico.
But hope was running out for the Tlaxcalans until the
Spaniards, led by Herndn Cortés and guided by Ma-
linche, arrived from the east. Did the Tlaxcalans
believe that Cortés was Quetzalcoatl? It is not known,
but once again, the Tlaxcalans allied themselves with
someone (the Spaniards) who brought war to the Val-
ley of Mexico. The Tlaxcalans were a great asset.
Their Chichimec-Toltec heritage made them strong.
They had archers and warriors as good as any in the
Aztec Empire. The war lasted two years, and when it
was over, the Aztec Empire was shattered. Most of the
Aztec city-states, including Tetzcoco, eventually
united themselves with the Spaniards, and Tenocht-
tlan finally fell on August 13, 1521.

In the end, many cities joined the Spaniards
because of the overwhelming and despotic rule of
the Aztec. For years, they had suffered military

threat, economic and political oppression, and
humiliation. Among these were the Tlaxcalans, the
town of Tepeaca, the Huexotzincas, and the Cholol-
lans, an old ally of the Aztecs” who wanted their own
independence. Eventually, even Tetzcoco lent her
support to the Spanish, letting the Spanish use their
eastern shore as a harbor for their boats and ships to
attack Tenochtitlan. So, the Aztec were conquered
not just by the Spanish but by many surrounding
indigenous allies led by the Tlaxcalans.

LINGUISTIC HISTORY
AND DISTRIBUTION OF
THE NAHUA PEOPLES

The Aztec peoples spoke languages that have been
classified as Nahuatl, and today this language con-
tinues to be used by more than 1 million speakers in
Mexico and Central America. People commonly
believe that Nahuatl is a dialect, but that assumption
is incorrect. Nahuatl is a language. Dialects are vari-
eties of a single language, whereas languages cannot
be understood by a speaker of another language. For
example, a Spanish speaker cannot understand
Nahuatl or Russian, but he or she can understand
Mexican Spanish and Castilian Spanish. Further-
more, Nahuatl and Spanish belong to different
groups of languages that are known as language fam-
ilies. Today, because of the comparative method, we
know that Spanish belongs to the Indo-European
family and Nahuatl belongs to the Uto-Aztecan
family. The comparative method is a procedure in
which cognates (words from different languages
with similar pronunciation and meaning) are com-
pared. For example, the Spanish uno, French une,
and Latin unus are Indo-European cognates for the
word “one.” In the comparative method, scholars
take these cognates apart sound by sound and dis-
cover patterns that help them determine relation-
ships. These can then be illustrated by a family tree.
(The table on page 69 shows a partial family tree for
Indo-European languages.)
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Today, most Nahuatl speakers occupy an area
from central Mexico to El Salvador, but they origi-
nated elsewhere. Their histories proclaim that they
came from a place called Aztlan (see chapter 2). Lin-
guist Catherine Fowler, in 1983, convincingly
showed that the homeland of Uto-Aztecan-speaking
groups was in an area centered in Arizona and
includes parts of New Mexico, Sonora, Chihuahua,
Nevada, and California. This is a large area far from
central Mexico. At this point, however, it is impossi-
ble for scholars to link the mythical Aztlan to the
homeland of Uto-Aztecan languages. After all, there
are many speakers of other Uto-Aztecan languages

such as the Hopi, Comanche, Tarahumara, Cora,
and Huichol who have never lived within the Aztec
Empire. Therefore, two things are needed to pre-
sent the history of Nahuatl: the comparative method
and Aztec legends.

Scholastic Explanation of
the Origins of Nahuatl

The comparative method depends on two princi-
ples: that cognates are related and that sound change
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FAMILY TREE OF INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGES
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is not random. Language families are similar to
human families. A mother language, such as Latin,
gives birth to daughter languages, such as Spanish
and French. The table below shows some cognates
in the Uto-Aztecan family. Among the member lan-
guages of Hopi, Tubalatulabal, Tarahumara, Cora,
Central Nahuatl, Pochutla Nahuatl, and Pipil
Nabhuatl, the cognates for “screech owl” are proba-
bly clearest: in Hopi, rokori; Tubalatulabal, ruklulub;
Tarahumara, tutuguri; Cora, tukuruu; Central Na-
huatl, zekolootl; Pochutla, tekolo’t; and Pipil, rekuluut.
They share the sounds 7, %, or g and ¢, o, or . It is
easy for the consonant & to change to g (pronounce
ago and ako and see how similar these words are);
this is a regular sound change. It is even easier for
vowels to change, and that is why these cognates
have e, o, or # in similar positions.

In the table below, there is a clear pattern; the first
consonant in the cognates for “water” and “three”
changes fromp —» b —» b or w —> nothing.

This and other sound changes lead to the language
tree shown in the table on page 70. In it, Tubalatu-
labal, Hopi, and Southern Uto-Aztecan (SUA) are
three branches (among others not presented here)
of the Uto-Aztecan family. As the table indicates, at
some time in the past the SUA branch broke off.
This means that SUA speakers lost contact with the
speakers of Hopi and Tubalatulabal. If these pat-
terns are an indication of migrations, then SUA
clans traveled south into northern Mexico, south-
west through the hills of Nayarit and Jalisco, and
southeast into the Valley of Mexico until they
reached the Atlantic Ocean and Central America.
Northern Mexico peoples spoke Sonoran branch
dialects, which included Yaqui, Tarahumara, and
Tepehuan. Nayarit and Jalisco spoke the closely
related Cora and Huichol. Central Mexico spoke
Central Nahuatl; Pochutla, a town in Oaxaca, spoke
Pochutla Nahuatl, and Central America spoke Pipil
Nahuatl.

COGNATES OF UTO-AZTECAN LANGUAGES

Hopi  Tubalatulabal Tarahumara Cora  Central Pochutla Pipil
Nahuatl Nahuatl Nahuatl
Pine Loqo woho- okoko huku okotl okot ukut
Water paa- paa- ba’wi hah aatl at aat
Screech owl Tokori  Tukluluh tutuguri tukuruu  tekolootl  tekolo’t tekuluut
Louse Ad --- te, teke ate atemitl ato’mi atimet
Three paayom Paay baikia waika yeeyl ey om yey
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FAMILY TREE OF UTO-AZTECAN LANGUAGES

Many linguists have grouped Nahuatl (or
Aztecan) into three branches: Pochutla Nahuatl,
Pipil Nahuatl, and Central Nahuatl. These are basi-
cally groupings of dialects of Nahuatl, but whereas
Central Nahuatl has many surviving dialects, Pipil
and Pochutla Nahuatl are almost extinct. The table
below shows cognates for the three groups.

Pipil and Central Nahuatl are for the most part
identical. Pochutla varies more, as in the examples
for “grass” and “cane,” where it has an e instead of
the # in Central Nahuatl and Pipil. Based on evi-
dence regarding sound change, linguists have con-
cluded that Pochutla was the first dialect to split off.
Then, at a later time, Central Nahuatl and Pipil
split. It is impossible to say when in time these splits
occurred, because time is difficult to estimate in the
comparative method. We can turn to Aztec legends,
however, for a chronology.

NAHUATL (OR AZTECAN) DIALECT

GROUPS
Central Pochutla Pipil
Nahuatl Nahuatl Nahuatl
Cane or reed aakatl Aket Aakat
Eye ish ishtotolu’t  ish
Heavy etitk Eu Etk
Grass sakat] Skeet Sakat
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Aztec Legends on the
Origins of Nahuatl

Nahuatl-speaking tribes first began to arrive in the
Valley of Mexico around 800 C.E., but we do not
know which dialect they spoke. These tribes eventu-
ally came to be known as the Chichimec, and one
branch of the Chichimec, together with the
Nonoalca, created the Toltec civilization (950-1200)
that ruled central Mexico from the city of Tula.
There appear to have been many conflicts between
the Nonoalca and the Chichimec. One of these con-
flicts was preserved in the myth of Topiltzin-
Quetzalcoatl. During the 10th century, Quetzalcoatl
(Feathered Serpent) ruled Tula. He was considered a
wise ruler, but his pacifism angered some people.
One day an enemy from a warlike faction tricked
Quetzalcoatl into getting exiled. A dejected Quet-
zalcoatl gathered his followers, left Tula, and trav-
eled east until he reached the sea, where he boarded
a snake raft and disappeared from Toltec records.
Maya writing and images continued the story, and
they record that in 989 C.E., foreigners led by a chief
named Kukulkan (Feathered Serpent) conquered
Chichén Itza.

In another story, the Nicoya people led by two
chiefs fled to modern Nicaragua to escape Olmeca-
Xicallanca oppression. Their name Nicoya (or
Nicoyotl) can be translated as “I am a wild dog.”
Therefore, it is probable that these people saw
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themselves as Chichimec. The Nicoya spoke Pipil,
or a very similar dialect.

After the fall of the Toltec (c. 1200), the migra-
tions of the Chichimec into the Valley of Mexico con-
tinued. Groups such as the Tlahuica, Chalca,
Acolhua, Tepanec, and Mexica arrived and created a
new civilization of city-states. Eventually, the Mexica,
the Acolhua, and the Tepanec from Tlacopan allied
themselves and created the Aztec Empire. The people
of the Aztec Empire spoke a dialect from the Central
Nahuatl group that scholars call Classical Nahuatl.

Conclusion

The comparative method and Aztec legends help
explain the history of Nahuatl, one of many languages
making up the Southern Uto-Aztecan branch of the
Uto-Aztecan family. Nahuatl speakers eventually
developed three dialect groups: Pochutla, Pipil, and
Central Nahuatl. Pochutla might have been the lan-
guage of the Toltec but that cannot be proven. Pipil
was the language found in Central America. Classical
Nahuatl, one of the dialects of Central Nahuatl,
became the language of the Aztec Empire. Eventu-
ally, the Aztec Empire fell, but its descendants use
dialects of Central Nahuatl to this day. This language
is common in the Mexican states of Veracruz
(314,121 speakers), Puebla (399,324), Tlaxcala
(24,728), Hidalgo (205,079), San Luis Potosi
(131,363), Guerrero (130,550), the State of Mexico
(39,823), Mexico City (28,309), Morelos (18,974),
and Oaxaca (9,158). In other words, more than 1.3
million people continue to use the melodic language
of the Aztec Empire.
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SOCIAL STRUCTURE
AND CI.ASS
HIERARCHY

The social structure of the Aztec was divided into
two classes of free individuals who had the rank of
citizens, determined by birth: the nobles (pipiltin;
singular, pi/li) and the commoners (macehualtin; sin-
gular, macehualli). Within this structure were differ-
ent levels. The hierarchy of the nobles in descending
order was the #atoani (plural, tlatoque; the
king/ruler), the cibuacoat! (second-in-command and
ruler over internal affairs), the Quetzalcoat! totec tia-
macazqui and the Quetzalcoat! tlaloc tlamacazqui (two
supreme priests), the tetecubtin (singular, tecubtli; the
high lords), and the pipiltin, or the rest of the nobles.

Pipiltin

The highest-ranking tlatoani was the Aztec emperor
and ruler of Tenochtitlan (huey tlatoani) who was also
a member of the Triple Alliance (together with the
cities of Tlacopan and Tetzcoco). Other tlaroque
ruled over smaller cities and towns. Each of the ree-
cubtin controlled a smaller area called a calpulli
(neighborhood).

Priests, or tlamacazqui, came from both noble and
peasant backgrounds, but only the men of noble birth
could become the high priests Quetzalcoatl totec tia-
macazqui and Quetzalcoat! tlaloc tlamacazqui. Quetzal-
coatl totec tlamacazqui was associated with the cult of
Huitzilopochtli, the war god, while Querzalcoat! tlaloc
tlamacazqui was associated with Tlaloc, the rain god.

Despite these specific social distinctions, there
were in a sense only two levels in the Aztec social
structure—noble and non-noble. In Nahuatl, the
word pilli means “child.” A person could only be
considered a pilli if he or she was a child or a
descendant of a king. The status of the pilli was
transmitted through male and female lineages
alike. Even if only one parent was a pilli, the child
would be of the status of a pil/i. Similarly, if a child’s

father was the tlatoani, the child still would be of
the status of a pilli.

Members of the nobility enjoyed certain privi-
leges. They lived in impressive houses with many
servants and possessed expensive luxuries such as
fine food, elegant clothes, works of art, and rich jew-
elry. Among Aztec men, only the pipiltin were
allowed to be polygamous, because they alone could
afford many wives. The Crinica Mexicayot! lists 22
children of Axayacatl, 20 of Ahuitzotl, and 19 of
Motecuhzoma. Tlacaelel, the cibuacoatl, had five
children with his principal wife, then a son or
daughter by each of his 12 secondary wives.

Another privilege that the nobles received was
tribute from the macehualtin in the form of personal
services, food, and labor. This arrangement facili-
tated the building and maintenance of temples,
palaces, and other public places in Tenochtitlan and
elsewhere.

Furthering the nobility’s standing was the privi-
lege to enter their children in the calmecac (school of
higher education) to be trained in the military arts,
religion, law, history, the calendar, oral literature,
and writing. Girls of noble heritage also attended
the calmecac, but they learned skills such as how to
direct servants in household tasks, how to weave cot-
ton textiles, and other concerns of the home. The
purpose of the nobility was to serve the ruler,
another aspect of the calmecac education, and they
were given jobs as ambassadors, tax collectors,
provincial governors, teachers, scribes, judges,
priests, and army generals.

Macebualtin

The Nahuatl word macebual, in a general sense,
means “commoner.” The macebualtin included mer-
chants, artisans, peasant farmers, and the rest of the
free citizens who were not of noble birth. For the
Aztec, the commoners were the backbone of society;
they worked the fields, sold and traded goods, and
gathered tribute to give to the tlaroani as a tax.
Those taxes would then go back to the community
to maintain activities and services.

Macebualtin had to work for and serve the nobil-
ity. They worked on noble lands and at palaces and
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were required to go to war if they were called. All
macehualtin belonged to a calpulli and possessed
land that at their death was inherited by their
descendants.

The macebualli children went to school just as the
pilli children did; however, rather than receiving
instruction at the calmecac, the commoners attended
the telpochealli (youth house). If a child was excep-
tionally gifted, he would be allowed to attend the
calmecac. At the telpochealli, the boys learned how to
become warriors, and the girls, good housekeepers.
The children also learned the basics of their ances-
tral history and religion.

Within this group was its own hierarchy, for the
pochteca (merchants) and master craftsmen out-
ranked any peasant farmer. Nevertheless, these
groups could accumulate great wealth through their
trade but were never considered nobles, because
they usually did not have a royal blood heritage.

Below the commoners in social rank were the
mayeque (landless serfs) and then the tacotin (slaves).
The mayeque, a kind of subclass of the macebualtin,
were not part of a calpulli because they were bound
to the land of the nobles they served, although they
were free individuals. The #acotin were also bound
to a master’s land but for different reasons. One
became a slave as a result of being punished for a
crime, usually theft, as a result of acquiring a gam-
bling debt, or by being captured in war. Also, during
times of famine or hardship, people sold their chil-
dren into slavery, but individuals could buy back
their freedom if situations improved. So slaves were
bound to a master only as long as their debt was to
be paid. The master was required to feed and clothe
the slave, and the slave was required to work without
pay. Slaves could marry whomever they chose, and
the children of slaves were born free. (For more
information about slavery, see chapter 13.)

TLATOANI

The tlatoani (he who speaks) was the king of a city-
state, and he owned or controlled the land within
that city-state. All rulers of a/tepet/ (town) communi-
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4.1 A tlatoani seated on his icpalli, based on the Codex
Mendoza (Maria Ramos)

ties held the title of #atoani, regardless of how large
or small their population was. The tlatogue of
Tenochtitlan believed they were superior to the #a-
toque of neighboring communities. Over time the
Tenochtitlan #latogue conquered many towns and
ruled a vast area.

In painted manuscripts, the #atoani is depicted
sitting on an elevated platform or chair (icpalli)
wearing a pointed crown. This platform or throne
was reserved especially for the king and was covered
with one or both of the ancient Mesoamerican sym-
bols of royalty, a reed mat or a jaguar pelt.

To the Mexica-Aztec, the correct lineage was
important for legitimate rulership. Upon their
arrival in the Valley of Mexico, the Mexica sought
alliance with the royal line of Colhuacan in order to
link themselves with the Toltec heritage. A princess
from Colhuacan was all that the Mexica needed to
validate their rulership. Legitimate rulership was
achieved through the marriage of a Colhuacan
princess and Acamapichtli, the son of a Mexica
nobleman. Each local Aztec city-state dynasty could
therefore trace its ancestry back to Tula, although
some histories may be fictional due to a person’s
desire to be in power.
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Duties of the Tlatoani

The good ruler was a protector of his subjects who
carried them in his arms and united them. He ruled
by taking responsibilities and assuming civic bur-
dens. Metaphorically, he carried his subjects in his
cape, and so when he governed, he was obeyed.

A tlatoani owned or controlled land within the
city-state and received tribute from his subjects,
both commoners and subordinate lords. He oversaw
the marketplace and the temples. As the military
leader, he organized campaigns into battle and over-
saw the defense of the city-state. He also resolved
judicial matters that could not be resolved through
the normal process in the lower courts.

According to Fray Bernardino Sahagun, the ruler
was responsible for taking care of cities that had
been destroyed during warfare, events related to
death, and natural disasters, such as famine and
plague. Within the city walls, he tended to the main-
tenance of the markets and the ball courts, sanita-
tion, the upkeep of city roads and monuments, the
supervision of the patolli games (a popular board
game played with beans as dice) throughout the city,
and the security of the citizens. He was obligated to
attend and participate in all religious ceremonies,
making sure that all rituals were conducted properly,
including the offering of copal (a resin that was
burned) to the gods. Politically and militarily, the
Aztec emperor (buey tlatoani) was in charge of
installing subordinate province and city rulers (other
tlatoque) and lords and assembling the seasoned war-
riors for battle.

The Process of Becoming a
Huey Tlatoani

When an emperor died, a brother or a son of the
previous ruler usually succeeded to the office, but
sometimes a nephew or grandson was elected. A
high council of tetecubtin, lords who were male rela-
tives of the deceased ruler, selected the next huey tla-
toani. The cibuacoat! also could declare his choice as
next tlatoani. There was one important condition to
becoming a huey tlatoani: One must first be a tlacatec-
catl. The tlacateccat! was a position on the supreme

military council made up of four brothers or rela-
tives of the tlatoani. The tlacateccatl, together with
the tlacochcalcatl, were the highest military comman-
ders holding the offices of otontin (Otomies) and
cuaubchiqueh (shorn ones). Only the most coura-
geous battlefield veterans would be allowed to enter
these two offices.

The huey tlatoani, besides being an experienced
warrior, acted as the mouthpiece for the god
Huitzilopochtli, and as such, he sponsored religious
celebrations and led many of the state rituals. The
buey tlatoani’s sacred position was seen as the god
Tezcatlipoca’s choosing. Tezcatlipoca (Smoking
Mirror, or Obsidian Mirror) was associated with the
notion of destiny or fate. He had omnipotent uni-
versal power and was the supernatural basis for
political authority. In conjunction with governing
political authority, he was the deity to whom the
most lengthy and reverent prayers in the rites of
kingship were directed.

When a man was chosen to be the new huey tla-
toani, he underwent ceremonies and activities to
transform himself into being worthy to speak with
the voice of the gods Tezcatlipoca and Hui-
tzilopochtli. Those ceremonies were performed
during the inaugural period, which lasted a few days.

The Inaugural Ceremony of
the Huey Tlatoani

According to archaeologist Richard Townsend, the
inaugural ceremony of the supreme ruler of the
Aztec Empire (buey tlatoani), the tlatoani of
Tenochtitlan, was completed in a sequence of four
phases: (1) the separation and retreat; (2) the investi-
ture and coronation; (3) the coronation war; and (4)
the confirmation.

SEPARATION AND RETREAT

The rulers of Tetzcoco and Tlacopan (cities that
were part of the Triple Alliance) led the new #/a-
toani of Tenochtitlan, who was wearing only a loin-
cloth, to the base of the stairway of the Great
Temple. Feigning weakness, as a sign of humility,
the new tlatoani was supported by two other noble-
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men on his climb to Huitzilopochtli’s shrine. Once
he was at the top of the temple, he was dressed in a
dark green cape with skull and crossbone designs.
He burned incense at the shrine and then
descended the stairs, moving deliberately slowly
and solemnly while the crowds were silent. He then
entered the Tlacochcalco (military headquarters
and armory in the central precinct of Tenochtitlan)
with other nobles to begin the four-day, four-night
retreat with fasting and penitential observances.
Every noon and midnight, the soon-to-be ruler,
accompanied by the others, silently revisited the
Huitzilopochtli shrine, where incense was burned
and a bloodletting ceremony was performed. The
new tlatoani offered drops of his royal blood from
his pricked calves, arms, and earlobes. During this
period, speech was only directed toward Tez-
catlipoca, addressed as “lord of the near and the
nigh,” “wind,” or “night.”

INVESTITURE AND CORONATION

The new ruler’s return to society had a more com-
manding mood. He departed from the Tlacochcalco
with the nobles and entered one of the royal palaces.
Within the palace, nobles and the #atoani of Tetz-
coco dressed Tenochtitlan’s ruler in the regalia of
the state—a sign and first step of the new ruler’s
command. As Tenochtitlan was part of the Triple
Alliance with Tetzcoco and Tlacopan, the tatoani of
Tetzcoco took a crown of green stones, all worked in
gold, and placed it upon the new ruler’s head. He
then pierced the septum of his nose and inserted a
green emerald as thick as a quill pen, after which he
inserted two round emerald earplugs in gold settings
in the new ruler’s ears. On his arms, from elbow to
shoulder, two brilliant gold bracelets were placed.
On his ankles, anklets of dangling gold bells were
tied. The Tetzcocan king then shod him with ele-
gantly gilded, jaguar-skin sandals and dressed him
with a gilded and painted mantle of very thin and
shiny henequen-like fiber similar to cotton. And
finally, a waistband made of the same henequen-like
fiber was placed around him. The Tetzcocan king
then took him by the hand and led him to a throne,
the cuaubicpalli, meaning “eagle seat” or “jaguar
seat.” This seat, similar to the icpalli, was decorated
with eagle feathers and jaguar hides. The nobles and

the new #latoani then made many speeches of
encouragement and admonishment.

Once he was crowned, dressed, and seated, the
tlatoani of Tenochtitlan was carried on an eagle and
jaguar throne fixed to a litter to go to the Great
Temple. On top of the pyramid at Huitzilopochtli’s
shrine, he was given a jaguar’s claw for sacrificial
bloodletting from his ears and legs. More admonish-
ments, prayers, and sermons were given while quail
was sacrificed to the deity.

The procession then descended the pyramid to
go to a place described as the location of an eagle
vessel or sun stone. The #atoani offered more drops
of his royal blood from his arms and legs and sacri-
ficed another quail. Another covenant was thereby
made to confirm his rule at the center of the world
in the present sun, or era, of creation.

The tlatoani was then carried in the litter to a
building known as the Coateocalli (house of foreign
gods). In the Coateocalli, the religious objects and
paraphernalia of conquered foreign nations were
kept. Here, he again offered blood sacrifices to
affirm his obligation to attend to the cycle of reli-
gious festivals.

The final destination for the new ruler to gain
ritualistically the right to rule was the earth temple
known as Yopico. The inner chamber, which sym-
bolizes a cave, had a sunken receptacle in the floor
for offerings during the springtime planting festivals
of Tlacaxipehualiztli and Tozoztontli. This was a
place for ritual communication with the Earth.
There, in the sunken receptacle, the tlatoani once
again offered incense, his blood, and a quail as sacri-
fice—a gesture to the Earth that he would govern
justly. This endeavor marked the final transfer of
power for him to become officially the new tlatoani.
As he emerged from that inner chamber, the tlatoani
was then symbolically reborn into his new social role
as huey tlatoani.

‘The huey tlatoani was then returned to the palace
and seated for the ceremony of speeches, which
marked the end of the investiture and coronation
segment of the inaugural process. The speeches that
the tlatoani, elders, nobles, and chiefs gave were
memorized and part of the collective memory of the
society. The order in which they spoke was deter-
mined by ritual. First, the tlatoani spoke, and two
speakers from the audience followed with their
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speeches. Then the tlatoani spoke again, followed by
another speaker from the audience, who gave his
speech. Finally, the tlatoani spoke for the last time
and then two quick epilogues from the audience
were given.

At the beginning of this ceremony of speeches,
the tlatoani accepted the position with his memo-
rized speech of about 1,000 words. The formal
delivery was based on its content and stylistic repeti-
tion of metaphor. The #atoani spoke humbly that he
was a commoner, a laborer, and in his lifetime, he
had been in excrement and in filth. The audience
speakers who stood up to give a speech were either
great priests, great noblemen, or other great digni-
taries. The first audience member spoke about 1,000
words. He elaborately welcomed the new tlatoani,
talked about the demise of the last one, and advised
and cautioned the rest of the people about the ruler-
ship of the new tlatoani. Another audience member
spoke about 600 words. He offered the new #atoani
goodwill and wishes. His speech was more light
hearted.

When the tatoani spoke for the second time, he
gave a speech of about 400 words, and he talked
about his unworthiness and promised to bow to the
assessments or duties of his audience. A third audi-
ence speaker then warned of an uncertain future and
told the #latoani to rest.

The tlatoani then gave the last and longest
(about 2,200 words) of his speeches. He invoked
the power of his lord. He admitted he might be in
error but “perhaps for a while, for a day, I shall
dream, I shall see in dreams. Perhaps for a while I
shall be able to support the bundle, the carrying
frame of our great-grandfathers” (Durdn 1967: 2,
301). The speech predominantly dealt with the
issues of the time, the evils of drinking and smok-
ing. He told a story of a nobleman’s fall through
drinking. And so he reminded the audience of the
fragility of humans.

Then the last audience member spoke, and his
speech concluded the inauguration. He told the
tlatoani that the audience had heard and loved his
speech. He said that the #atoani “may be in the
excrement, in the refuse, but that Tloque
Nahuaque, the ever-present and ever-near, takes
someone from there. He washes and bathes him.
The lord who is ever-present and ever-near will

desire that he will carry the load, he will bear the
burden, he will reign. He will also direct and guide.
The audience member speaker then told the rest of
the audience to do their work, to perform their
duties of life and give support to the lord who is
ever-present and ever-near, who presides over the
night and the wind” (Sahagin 1951-69: 10, 47-85).

At the end of the inaugural speeches, the buey tla-
toani became the incarnation of the lord Tez-
catlipoca and was the god’s tool. The tlatoani was
thus able to dictate the law and establish authority to
punish offenders.

THE CORONATION WAR

To prove his leadership in battle, the huey tiatoani
needed to go to battle to win tribute and to capture
prisoners for sacrifice in the final ceremony of con-
firmation. Prisoners that had been taken captive
during the coronation war were sacrificed during the
following confirmation feast.

CONFIRMATION

Allies and enemies alike of the Aztec, administrative
officials, and important rulers were invited to an
inauguration feast hosted by the huey tlatoani. They
all were required to give gifts. The gifts they
brought included cloth and clothing, jewelry, bun-
dles of feathers, loads of corn and cacao, baskets of
fruit, flocks of turkeys, deer, quail, and fish of many
kinds. The #latoque of Tetzcoco and Tlacopan began
a dance in the patio of the palace; nearly 2,000
assembled nobles, chieftains, and high-ranking war-
riors joined in. Singers and musicians playing on a
great huebuet! drum set the rhythm. At just the
opportune moment, the new #aroani made his dra-
matic arrival to the social event. Prisoners that had
been taken captive during the coronation war were
then sacrificed as a sign to Huitzilopochtli that the
tlatoani’s main purpose was war.

Another purpose of the confirmation ceremony
was for the buey tlatoani to distribute the insignia of
rank to the Tetzcoco and Tlacopan kings on the first
day and then to the rest of the public when he
returned to his throne. Those who received gifts and
emblems of authority were all high officials, includ-
ing nobles, warriors, and priests, as well as elders
from the calpultin wards of Tenochtitlan, provincial
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governors, tax collectors, and chieftains. Originally,
the confirmation ceremony’s purpose was to validate
the ruler’s authority, but by the end of the 15th cen-
tury, the ceremony showed the absolute power of
the huey tlatoani and the Mexica elites within the
Aztec Empire. The distribution of insignia of rank
during the confirmation ceremony proved that the
Aztec nobility throughout the empire was superior
to all.

From the death of the former ruler to the sacri-
fice of the coronation war prisoners, the whole
process was a ritualistic transfer of power from the
old tlatoani to the new one. The new tlatoani of
Tenochtitlan was then officially prescribed as the
new ruler to govern the Aztec Empire.

The Eleven Tlatoque of
Tenochtitlan

Although a tlatoani by definition ruled over a given
town, the tlatoque of Tenochtitlan over time con-
quered many towns and ruled a vast area covering
central and southern Mexico. The following is a list
of tlatoque of Tenochtitlan. (For the lineage of the
Tenochtitlan tatoque, see figure 2.6.)

1. Acamapichtli 1375-95
2. Huitzilihuitl 1395-1417
3. Chimalpopoca 1417-26
4. Ttzcoatl 1427-40
5. Motecuhzoma I Ilhuicamina 1440-69
6. Axayacatl 1469-81
7. Tizoc 1481-86
8. Ahuitzotl 1486-1502
9. Motecuhzoma II Xocoyotzin 1502-20
10. Cuitlahuac 1520
11. Cuauhtemoc 1520-25

ACAMAPICHTLI (HANDFUL OF
ARROWS), 1375-1395

According to the Spanish chronicler Diego Durin,
Acamapichtli’s father, Opochtzin, was a high-
ranking Mexica and his mother, Atotoztli, was the
daughter of one of the four Colhua kings. (At the

time there were four simultaneous dynasties at Col-

huacan.) With a direct line of royalty on his mother’s
side, especially being connected to the royal line of
Colhuacan, which was also tied to the royal line of
Tula, Acamapichtli had the right to become the ruler
of the Mexica. He was named ruler of Tenochtitlan
in the year 1375.

His first wife, Illancueitl, could not have chil-
dren, so Acamapichtli was given more wives so that
he could produce offspring who could potentially
become noblemen and rulers of Tenochtitlan.
Cuauhtloquezqui gave his daughter Cocatlamihua-
tzin to Acamapichtli. From this union came Huitzil-
ihuitl, who became the next tatoani of Tenochtitlan.
Acamapichtli had a son, Itzcoatl, with a Tepanec
woman, and he eventually became the fourth tlatoani
of Tenochtitlan.

HUITZILIHUITL (HUMMINGBIRD
FEATHER), 1395-1417

Tenochtitlan expanded during Huitzilihuitl’s reign.
People from all over the valley moved into the city,
and powerful dynasties were united through mar-
riage alliances. Huitzilihuitl married many princesses
from several of the more powerful central Mexican
dynasties, including the Tepanec of Azcapotzalco.
Huitzilihuitl petitioned the Tepanec ruler Tezo-
zomoc for his daughter, and some scholars say it was
through this marriage that Chimalpopoca, the next
tlatoani, was born. Another chronicler, Chimalpahin,
writes that Huitzilihuitl married Miyahuaxochtzin,
who came from Tiliuhcan Tlacopan. From this wife
came two sons, Chimalpopoca and Huehue Saca, a
tlacateccatl, but Huitzilihuitl’s wife died young, so he
then turned to the Cuauhnahuac dynasty for another
wife. It was known abroad that the Cuauhnahuac #a-
toani was a great sorcerer who protected his daughter
from male admirers through the use of magic. The
tlatoani refused Huitzilihuitl’s request, saying that
his daughter was accustomed to living a luxurious
lifestyle that she would not have at Tenochtitlan.
The legend says that Huitzilihuitl’s response came
to him in a dream: He shot a hollow arrow filled
with precious jewels into the Cuauhnahuac palace,
and it fell at the feet of the princess. After finding
the jewels, the couple was soon wed. This marriage
established the first Mexica-Aztec alliance with a
state outside the Valley of Mexico. The son of this
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union, Motecuhzoma I Ilhuicamina, would later be
one of the great Mexica kings.

Huitzilihuitl led many military campaigns, but
the conquered towns became subjects to the
Tepanec in Azcapotzalco, not to the Mexica in
Tenochtitlan.

CHIMALPOPOCA (SMOKING SHIELD),
1417-1426

Under Chimalpopoca’s rule, the Mexica helped the
Tepanec with a rival that was gaining momentum—
the Acolhua of Tetzcoco, in the eastern valley. A
new Acolhua king, Ixtlilxochitl, challenged Tezo-
zomoc and caused a war to break out. With Chi-
malpopoca’s help, Ixtlilxochitl was killed, and
victory went to the Tepanec. As a reward to the
Mexica, Tezozomoc granted the city-state of Tetz-
coco as a tributary subject.

When Tezozomoc died in 1426, the Mexica sup-
ported Tezozomoc’s chosen heir, Tayauh; however,
Tayauh’s brother Maxtla usurped the throne. Chi-
malpopoca died under suspicious circumstances,
probably assassinated by orders of Maxtla.

ITZCOATL (OBSIDIAN SERPENT),
1427-1440

Itzcoatl was the younger brother of Huitzilihuitl and
the illegitimate child of Acamapichtli: As #atoani,
Itzcoatl created an advisory office called the cibua-
coatl to which he appointed Tlacaelel, his nephew.
More significantly, early in Itzcoatl’s reign, in
1428, the leaders of Tenochtitlan, Tetzcoco, and
Tlacopan formally established the Triple Alliance
after the dramatic victory over Azcapotzalco. Their
first task was to secure the Valley of Mexico. Itz-
coatl conquered the south-shore towns of Lake
Xochimilco: Coyoacan (an old Tepanec town),
Xochimilco, and then Cuitlahuac. These towns
were the bread basket of the region. The chinampas
in the freshwater lakes of Chalco and Xochimilco
produced a large supply of produce for tribute
foodstuffs. The Triple Alliance, however, was
unable to conquer the neighboring city-state of
Tlaxcala or the Tarascan region. Eventually
Tenochtitlan gained more control over the other
two city-states of the Triple Alliance, and more

tribute goods such as jade, gold, rubber, food, and
slaves fell into the hands of the Mexica nobility.

MOTECUHZOMA I ILHUICAMINA
(ANGRY LORD, ARCHER OF THE SKY),
1440-1469

The fifth tlatoani was Motecuhzoma I. The impres-
sive Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, underwent con-
struction during his reign. Motecuhzoma I
politically consolidated the Valley of Mexico by tak-
ing steps to reduce the threat of rebellions among
subject city-states: Rulers who could be manipulated
easily into following the command of the Mexica
were appointed, new administrative positions were
established, and the tribute system was enforced
more stringently.

He also expanded the empire beyond the Valley
of Mexico by joining military forces with Nezahual-
coyotl of Tetzcoco. The Mexica and Acolhua
together were partners to reconquer Cuauhnahuac,
then the rest of Morelos, the Gulf Coast area, and
the modern state of Oaxaca. Because conquering
and war were so vital to Motecuhzoma’s administra-
tion, it seems appropriate that he created a new title,
the cuaubpilli (eagle lord), awarded to the most suc-
cessful soldiers in the army.

AXAYACATL (WATER FACE), 1469-1481

Axayacatl was selected as the next tlatoani of
Tenochtitlan. He consolidated conquests and recon-
quered city-states. Three major battles occurred dur-
ing the reign: Two were victorious (over Tlatelolco
and Toluca); the other was a defeat (against the
Tarascans).

Before Tenochtitlan got involved, there already
was a war between Colhuacan and its ruler, Xilo-
mantzin, and Tlatelolco and its ruler, Moquihuixtli.
Then Axayacatl became embroiled when his older
sister, Chalchiuhnenetzin, who was married to
Moquihuixtli, complained that her husband mis-
treated her and had acquired a concubine whom she
did not like. Axayacatl had found an excuse to attack
Tlatelolco. When the war was turning against
Moquihuixtli and the Tlatelolca, Axayacatl ordered
that Xilomantzin, the ruler of Colhuacan, be killed,
thereby debilitating the possibility of an alliance
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between the two states. The result was a very humil-
iating defeat for Tlatelolco and the death of its ruler
Moquihuixtli. Axayacatl then installed a military
governor to rule Tlatelolco in place of the formerly
independent tlatoani.

TIZOC (CHALK LEG), 1481-1486

Axayacatl’s youngest brother, Tizoc, was a very poor
military leader and a weak ruler; consequently, he
added little new territory to the empire. In fact, he
began his administration with a defeat during his
coronation war against the Otomies of Metztitlan.
To compensate for his lack of success, he commis-
sioned the Tizoc stone, a sculpture that depicts him
conquering many towns. Most of the towns on that
stone were actually conquered by his predecessors,
so the monument stands as an object of political
propaganda. His term in office was short. It appears
that he was assassinated with poison by a military
conspiracy.

AHUITZOTL (WATER BEAST),
1486-1502

Ahuitzotl, another younger brother of Axayacatl,
succeeded Tizoc. Shortly after Ahuitzotl’s corona-
tion, the Great Temple was completed with much
celebration.

Ahuitzotl expanded the empire by bringing the
Valley of Oaxaca and the Soconusco Coast of south-
ern Mexico into the empire. Economically, these
regions were vital; they were an important source of
tropical lowland products such as cacao and feathers.
Ahuitzotl also established client states and outposts
along the Tarascan border, and he sent colonists
from the Valley of Mexico to settle a fortress at
Oztoma along the southern part of the Tarascan
frontier.

Ahuitzotl’s prosperity as a result of newly
acquired territorial expansion caused him to have
more power over the other two tlatoani in the
Triple Alliance. Officially the empire was still run
by the Triple Alliance, but Ahuitzotl accumulated
more power and took over more of the duties of
running the empire. Under his reign, the title of
tlatoani became buey tlatoani, or huehuetlatoani
(supreme king).

MOTECUHZOMA II XOCOYOTZIN
(ANGRY LORD), 1502-1520

Motecuhzoma II Xocoyotzin was an experienced
general in many of Ahuitzotl’s wars of conquest, but
his style of leadership was completely opposite of
Ahuitzotl’s. Reserving all important military and
government positions for members of the Mexica
hereditary nobility, he eliminated the status of
cuaubpilli (eagle lord) introduced by his great-grand-
father Motecuhzoma I, which praised the most suc-
cessful soldiers in the army, and he also killed many
of Ahuitzotl’s officials. Motecuhzoma II also consol-
idated the conquered lands of Ahuitzotl and con-
trolled them through terror. He continued the
long-standing war with Tlaxcala but was never able
to defeat them. The Aztec Empire did manage to
surround the Tlaxcalan area, however, and reduce its
commerce with the outside world.

Meeting of Hernian Cortés In 1519, Motecuh-
zoma II Xocoyotzin, flanked by the ruler of Tlaco-
pan, Tetlepanquetzatzin, and the ruler of Tetzcoco,
Cacamatzin, met the Spanish captain Herndn Cortés
in Tenochtitlan. He invited the Spaniards to stay at
the Palace of Axayacatl. The god Huitzilopochtli
had told Motecuhzoma through the priests that the
Spaniards were to remain there as friends, and they
received gifts from Motecuhzoma daily. But the
Spaniard’s fears of being ambushed and trapped
inside the palace haunted them. Officers of Cortés
lobbied to entice Motecuhzoma out of his palace
into the quarters of the Spaniards and hold him
there to ensure their safety. Cortés agreed to the
plan after learning of a battle between the Aztec and
the Spaniards’ allies the Totonac. Some of the
Totonac, six Spaniards, and a horse died in the bat-
tle, which started when they refused to give tribute
to Aztec warriors. This event confirmed to Cortés
that the Spaniards were no longer perceived as vic-
torious men but were subject to defeat.

Cortés and his soldiers took Motecuhzoma pris-
oner but allowed the #atoani to continue leading his
people from inside the palace and fulfilling all of his
duties, such as collecting tribute and settling dis-
putes. When Motecuhzoma heard of a plan to free
him, he reminded his people that Huitzilopochtli
had told them that they should give their pledge to
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the king of Spain, Charles V. He said that if he was
in captivity, it was because Huitzilopochtli had
willed it.

“Peaceful” ties between the Aztec and the
Spaniards were broken, however, when the
Spaniards insisted that the human sacrifices in Aztec
rituals come to an end. Many times the Spaniards
had asked him to put a stop to them, but this time
they offered to replace the existing gods on top of
the pyramid with the Christian icon of Saint Mary
and a cross. If Motecuhzoma would not allow this,
Cortés’s people would pull down the gods them-
selves. Motecuhzoma conferred with his priests and
Huitzilopochtli and then agreed to have the altar of
Mary and the cross set opposite that of the god
Huitzilopochtli. From the moment the altar and
cross were set next to Huitzilopochtli on top of the
temple, the gods Huitzilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca
told the priests that the Spaniards must leave the
country or be killed.

Death of Motecuhzoma II The Spaniards did
stay, and many battles followed. The god Hui-
tzilopochtli promised victory to the Aztec and so the
fighting continued. Motecuhzoma, meanwhile, had
lost the support of his troubled warriors, who no
longer considered him a ruler who could lead them
to victory.

According to the chronicler Bernal Diaz del
Castillo, Motecuhzoma, while in captivity, went
with guards to a battlement of the roof to persuade
his people to no longer fight with the Spaniards.
Four of the chiefs approached and talked with Mote-
cuhzoma with tears in their eyes, lamenting his and
his children’s misfortune by being captured. They
notified him that they had found a ruler to replace
him and would continue the war because they had
vowed to the gods to fight until every enemy was
killed. They then asked for his forgiveness and con-
soled him by telling him that they prayed to
Huitzilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca for his safe return
to his people. Before another word was spoken, a
shower of arrows and darts fell near Motecuhzoma.
Three stones hit the ruler: one on the head, another
on the arm, and another on the leg. While Mote-
cuhzoma had been talking with the chiefs, the Span-
ish guards had withdrawn, leaving the tlatoani
unprotected. He was carried back to his apartment

but refused to be treated medically for his wounds,
and as a consequence, he died. An Indian account,
however, claims he was strangled by the Spaniards.
Motecuhzoma died in 1520 having ruled 19 years.

CUITLAHUAC (LORD OF
CUITLAHUAC), 1520

Cuitlahuac reigned for only 80 days, falling victim,
along with thousands of other Aztec, to smallpox, a
highly infectious disease marked by a high fever,
bodily aches, and skin lesions. The Spaniards were
immune to the disease, but those native to the
American continent had never been exposed to the
deadly virus. During his brief time in power, Cuit-
lahuac battled with the Spaniards, ordering attacks
on them and the Tlaxcalans.

Either during Cuitlahuac’s rule or shortly after,
the Tetzcocan officially became allies to the
Spaniards and helped them on the battlefield, as well
as housing soldiers on their land. Coanacotzin, the
ruler of Tetzcoco, made the agreement but died
shortly thereafter of disease. His successor was a
young, brave warrior by the name of Ixtlilxochitl,
who was later baptized under the name Herndn
Cortés.

CUAUHTEMOC (DESCENDING
EAGLE), 1520-1525

Under Cuitlahuac’s successor, Cuauhtemoc, fighting
continued between the Aztec and their allies and
Hernian Cortés and his Indian allies from Tlaxcala,
Cholula, Huexotzingo, Tetzcoco, Chalco, and Tlal-
manalco. But the Spaniards’ allies were not loyal for
very long: Although some towns still supported the
Spaniards, most refused to help them after a time.
Success in the battles see-sawed between the Aztecs
and Spaniards. Many Aztec, meanwhile, died of star-
vation, disease, and lack of freshwater, but Cuauhte-
moc and the Aztec warriors tried to fool the enemy,
partaking of feasts to show they were strong and well
supplied.

Cortés knew, however, that the Aztec did not
have any more supplies of food or water and hoped
to use the situation to his advantage. Amid the war-
fare of the three-month siege of Tenochtitlan
(May-August 1521), Cortés sent a message to
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Cuauhtemoc by way of some Aztec prisoners: He
demanded that Cuauhtemoc surrender. Cortés told
Cuauhtemoc that the king of Spain, Charles V, did
not want the city of Tenochtitlan destroyed. If
Cuauhtemoc would surrender, Cortés promised
that he would pardon all that was in the past.
Cuauhtemoc sent the prisoners back to Cortés
with no response other than to leave Mexico at
once. He then ordered a meeting with all of his
chieftains, captains, and priests so they could dis-
cuss the matter. Their final decision was to con-
tinue fighting. The Aztec were victorious for a
time, but the Spaniards and Tlaxcalans ultimately
succeeded.

The End of the Last Tlatoani During the siege,
Cortés sent a Tetzcocan chieftain prisoner to
Cuauhtemoc with food and another message to
surrender. In the message Cortés reiterated that
Cuauhtemoc would be respected as the ruler of his
territory. Cuauhtemoc’s councilors advised that he
should work toward peace but not to give a
response for three days so that the priests could
consult with the gods as to what they should do.
Cuauhtemoc ordered bridges to be repaired, canals
deepened, and fresh supplies of arms given to the
warriors. In the meantime, the messengers relayed
the message to Cortés that Cuauhtemoc needed
three more days for deliberation. Cortés fed the
messengers well, and as a gesture of gratitude,
Cuauhtemoc gave Cortés mantles with another
message that he would meet with him as soon as he
was ready.

Cuauhtemoc did not believe Cortés’s promise
that he would be allowed to rule over Tenochtitlan
because of the circumstances attributed to Motecuh-
zoma’s death and because of the heinous acts that the
conquistadores had committed against the rest of
the Aztec people. Cuauhtemoc and his warriors
attacked the Spaniards; Cortés advanced into the
city as a counterattack. Cuauhtemoc, seeing the city
under siege, wanted peace but would still not meet
with Cortés because he was afraid that he would per-
ish in the same manner as Motecuhzoma.

Fighting desisted for several days while Cortés
waited for a response from Cuauhtemoc. Every
night many of the Aztecs came to the Spaniards’
camp for food, and for this reason, Cortés withheld

from attacking. But with no response from
Cuauhtemoc, Cortés ordered Captain Gonzalo de
Sandoval to invade the part of the city where
Cuauhtemoc was taking refuge. After much
destruction, Cuauhtemoc fled, in a company of 50
canoes, with his wife, his family, his captains, other
women, and his property of gold and jewels. San-
doval saw him fleeing and ordered a halt to the
siege. He sent Captain Garcia Holguin to follow
Cuauhtemoc but not to hurt him. Bluffing, Garcia
Holguin and his soldiers pretended to make prepa-
rations to shoot him with their muskets and cross-
bows. It worked. Cuauhtemoc stopped, notified
them that he was the king of the city, and told them
not to disturb his belongings, his wife, or his family.
Only then would he surrender to Cortés. Cuauhte-
moc was captured on August 13, 1521.

Holguin and Sandoval led Cuauhtemoc to
Cortés with great delight. Cuauhtemoc surrendered
to Cortés, saying that he had done his duty to defend
his city but could do no more. He was now a pris-
oner and wished to die by Cortés’s dagger. Cortés
told Cuauhtemoc that he considered him very brave
for defending his city so well and that he should rule
over his provinces and Mexico just as before. Cortés
also expressed his regret that Cuauhtemoc had not
made peace before the city had been destroyed and
so many people had died. Cuauhtemoc’s wife, family,
chieftains, and belongings were then restored to
him, and they went to Coyoacan as a severe rain and
thunderstorm fell upon them.

Palaces of the Tlatoque

Just outside the Sacred Precinct of Tenochtitlan
were the palaces of the great rulers. The Palace of
Axayacatl was on the southwest side of the ritual
precinct. Next to it was the old Palace of Motecuh-
zoma I. The new Palace of Motecuhzoma II was on
the southeast end along the causeway to Ixtapalapa.
Today, the National Palace of Mexico stands in its
place.

Palaces were the place of residence and work for
the pipiltin and the tlatoani. Whatever the noble’s
occupation, the palace had many offices and was the
place for most of the dealings with the people. At the
time of the Spanish conquest, hundreds of people,
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nobles and their servants, could be seen bustling
amid these grand palaces.

MOTECUHZOMA II XOCOYOTZIN’S
PALACE

Motecuhzoma IT Xocoyotzin’s royal palace was used
for habitation as well as for governmental purposes.
The palace contained courthouses, warriors’ council
chambers, tribute storage rooms, rooms for bureau-
cratic officials and visiting dignitaries, a library, an
aviary, a zoo, and various courtyards, gardens, and
ponds. The palace was accessible either from the
street or by boat.

The sovereign’s apartments were on the second
floor, as were rooms for the kings of the allied cities
of Tetzcoco and Tlacopan. Much of the ground
floor was used for various official functions. One
part housed the supreme civil and criminal courts
and also the special tribunal that judged dignitaries
accused of crimes or serious misdemeanors. The
achcaubcalli was the place for the officials of second
rank who carried out the judicial orders. Another
section contained the room for the council of war,
which was attended by the chief military comman-
ders. Other rooms on the ground floor were the pe-

4.2 Palace of Motecubzoma I1, including his offices, as
rendered in the Codex Mendoza (Maria Ramos)

tlacalco (public treasury), where maize, beans, grain,
and other foodstuff as well as clothes and all kinds of
merchandise were stored, and the hall of the
calpixque, where the officials responsible for the tax
collection worked. Other parts of the palace were
used as prisons, either for prisoners of war or for
ordinary criminals. Also in the palace was the Tlac-
xitlan, the high court, where all of the complaints of
the macebualtin were heard and judged by the rulers,
princes, and high judges. At the Teccalli or Teccalco,
commoners and vassals could also petition their
complaints to judges and noblemen. At the Tecpil-
calli, noblemen, brave warriors, valiant men, and the
wise in war were sentenced by the ruler to be stoned
before the people.

AXAYACATL'S PALACE

The eastern front of the Palace of Axayacatl looked
to the precinct of the Great Temple. A causeway
from Tlacopan ran alongside the palace to come out
in the western precinct of the temple. At the time of
the conquest, the Spaniards stayed at this palace
when they first arrived to Tenochtitlan.

CIHUACOATL

The cibuacoat! (woman serpent), named after the
goddess Cihuacoatl, was second in command to the
buey tlatoani. He was a kind of prime minister who
looked after the day-to-day duties of the Aztec
Empire. He handled official finances, organized
military campaigns and appointed commanders,
determined rewards for warriors, and served as
supreme judge. Some of the duties between the #/a-
toani and cibuacoat! overlapped, such as on ritual
matters or when the tlatoani was absent. When the
tlatoani left on military campaigns, the cibuacoat!
moved into the palace and acted as ruler in his
absence. And so the duties of the cibuacoat! lay
mainly within the confines of the city, while the #/a-
toani’s powers operated on a social sphere.

The goddess Cihuacoatl that inspired this posi-
tion was associated with the Earth, agricultural
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fields and crops, and childbirth, when women were
likened to warriors. Thus, the link of the cibuacoat!
with the goddess lies in his religious obligations to
priestly agricultural matters of the female wet sea-
son. During religious festivals such as Huey Tecuil-
huitl and Tititl, festivals devoted to the Earth and
its vegetation, the cibuacoat! and various attendants
impersonated the deity Cihuacoatl.

Certain privileges accompanied the cibuacoat!
office, but the position was not important in any city
other than Tenochtitlan. The cibuacoat! received a
considerable amount of the tribute from conquered
cities, although the honors paid to him were second
to the huey tlatoans’s. Only the cibuacoat! did not need
to take off his shoes in the tlatoani’s presence. The
cthuacoatl, along with a high council of tetecubtin
nobles made up of the male relatives of the deceased
ruler, was also instrumental in choosing the next #a-
toani of Tenochtitlan.

Ttzcoatl, the fourth #atoani of Tenochtitlan, cre-
ated the advisory office of cibuacoat! to help in the
affairs of the ruler. As in the position of tlatoani, only
nobility could hold the office of the cihuacoatl.
Tenochtitlan’s first cibuacoat! was Tlacaelel, one of
the most brilliant and wise politicians of Aztec his-
tory, contributing significantly to the grandeur of
the empire. The Mexican novelist Antonio Velasco
Pifia called him “the Aztec among the Aztecs”
(2001:378). Tlacaelel was a son of Huitzilihuitl (sec-
ond #atoani of Tenochtitlan) and the half brother of
Chimalpopoca and Motecuzohma I. Tlacaelel was
born in 1398 and became cibuacoatl in 1427. He died
in 1487, having lived 89 years and been cihuacoat! for
60 years. He knew eight of the great rulers of
Tenochtitlan and served as cibuacoat! under five of
them; Itzcoatl, Motecuhzoma I Ilhuicamina, Axaya-
catl, Tizoc, and Ahuitzotl.

After Tlacaelel died, his legitimate son Tlilpo-
toncatzin took office during the reign of Ahuizotl. In
1503, Tlilpotoncatzin died, and Tlacaeleltzin
Xocoyotl, the son of a nobleman in Tenochtitlan,
took office. He died in 1520, and the fourth cibua-
coatl of Tenochtitlan became Matlatzincatzin, who
was installed along with Cuitlahuac as the 10th #a-
toani. The last cihuacoat! to hold office was Tlacotzin
in 1524, who was baptized with the new name of
Don Juan Velisquez Tlacotzin after the Spanish
conquest.

4.3 A portrait of the cihuacoatl Tlacaelel (Maria
Ramos, after Leén-Portilla 1987: 47)

PRIESTS

Structure of the
Priesthood

The structure of the priesthood was very much like
the structure of Aztec society. The top rung of the
priesthood was reserved for the tlatoani, for in Aztec
society, religion and state were not separated. The
priestly offices below the tatoani followed this hier-
archy: the Quetzalcoatl Totec Tlamacazqui and
Quetzalcoatl Tlaloc Tlamacazqui, the Mexicatl Teo-
huatzin, the Huitznahua Teohuatzin and Tecpan
Teohuatzin, students from the calmecac, and appli-
cants for the priesthood (tamacazton).

The level of ascension in the priesthood was first
the novice priest, then the offering priest (¢a-
macazqui or alfaqui), then the fire priest (tenamacac),
and finally the Quetzalcoatl, or high, priest. All
priestly attendants were assisted by calmecac students
and priestly aspirants.
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4.4 Types of priests, as depicted in the Codex Mendoza: a) a senior priest (tlamacazqui) offering incense; b) a

tlamacazqui of the calmecac; ¢) a novice priest receiving physical punishment from a senior priest; d) o tlamacazqui

sweeping the temple (Maria Ramos)

Becoming a Priest

Children destined to the priesthood were raised by
their mother and father, or nursemaid, until the age
of 10, 12, or 13. They were then delivered to the
calmecac to learn how to be a fire priest, an offering
priest, or a warrior. Most of the children who went
to the calmecac schools came from the higher class.
Only the gifted commoner child was allowed into
the calmecac.

When children entered the calmecac, they were
taught things of ritualistic importance such as music,
dance, how to address the deities, and ritual perfor-
mances. They also learned the count of days, the
book of dreams, and the book of years, as well as the

gods’ songs that were inscribed in books. Good
rhetoric or orations were essential to the calmecac
curriculum because those who did not speak well or
greet others well were punished by drawing blood
from them with maguey spines.

Types of Priests
QUETZALCOATL

Each of the two highest priests presided over the
shrines on top of the Great Temple. These priests,
equal in position, were named the Quetzalcoatl
Totec Tlamacazqui (the plumed serpent, priest of
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our lord) and the Quetzalcoatl Tlaloc Tlamacazqui
(the plumed serpent, priest of Tlaloc). The different
cult responsibilities alternated according to the dry
and rainy seasons. The Quetzalcoatl Totec Tla-
macazqui was dedicated to Huitzilopochtli, and
Quetzalcoatl Tlaloc Tlamacazqui was dedicated to
Tlaloc, the god of rain. (The word 7Zotec was an old
cult name from a time before the Aztec came to the
Valley of Mexico.) Tlamacazqui, meaning “priest” or
“giver of things,” further distinguished them in their
rank.

In theory, lineage was not considered in the
appointment of these offices, but in practice, many
of the high priests were of noble origin. To be
elected to the high priest office, the priest had to
have led an exemplary life of righteousness and had a
pure, good, and compassionate heart. The priest
could not have been vindictive but must have
esteemed, embraced, and wept for others. He must
have been devout and god-fearing. The #latoani, the
great judges, and all other rulers elected him to be
called Quetzalcoatl, and he was then named to be
either the priest of Huitzilopochtli or Tlaloc. These
priests were the only ones allowed to marry and have
a family of their own, but they lived moderately as
they followed a specialized way of life.

MEXICATL TEOHUATZIN

The Mexicatl Teohuatzin was seen as the general
commander and overseer of rituals. He was also the
superintendent of the calmecac.

HUITZNAHUA TEOHUATZIN AND
TECPAN TEOHUATZIN

The Huitznahua Teohuatzin and the Tecpan Teo-
huatzin assisted the Mexicatl Teohuatzin in govern-
ing the rest of the priestly orders. The Huitznahua
Teohuatzin was mainly concerned with ritual mat-
ters, and the Tecpan Teohuatzin attended to ques-
tions related to education. These priests held
responsibility over certain temples and performed
administrative duties on the reopantlalli (temple
lands). They supervised the selection of deity imper-
sonators who wore the sacred masks and other
regalia in public performances and processions;
sometimes they wore the masks and costumes them-
selves. They also attended to the communal festivals

and worship activities pertaining to the cults of their
temple deity.

TLENAMACAC

Fire priests, or tlenamacac (fire seller), were responsi-
ble for human sacrifices. Though other priests
assisted in the sacrifice, only the fire priests could
use the flint knife for the extraction of the heart
from the sacrificed victim. In preparing for the
human sacrifice, the fire priest and the other priests
would strip the captive. The victim was given wine
to drink and was lightly beaten. Sometimes the cap-
tive fought against the sacrifice, especially if he was a
chieftain; if the captive was not a chieftain, he laid
his back on the round sacrificial stone and allowed
the priest to slash open his breast, seize his heart,
and raise it toward where the sun came forth. After
the victim had been sacrificed, the priests danced,
each one grasping the head of the captive in his
hand.

The tlenamacac also performed the New Fire cer-
emony that occurred every 52 years. Also called Tox-
iuhmolpilia, or “binding of the years,” this
ceremony ensured the rebirth of the Sun and the
movement of the cosmos for another 52 years. The
priests brought ritually prepared bundles of wood
that represented the previous 52 years for a fire on
top of the sacred mountain Huixachtlan (thorn-tree
place), or the Hill of the Star. Those flames created
the New Fire and the new cosmic era.

Like all Aztec rituals, the New Fire ceremony
followed a prescribed procession. All the people in
the town looked at the Hill of the Star and carefully
watched the movements of the stars, particularly the
Tianquiztli, meaning “marketplace,” the group that
we call Pleiades. Seeing that the heavens did not
stop moving, the #lenamacac took a warrior as a sacri-
fice. They opened his chest with a flint knife, took
out his heart, and threw it in a fire that was started in
the chest cavity of the warrior as the entire town
watched. The townspeople then cut their ears and
flung the blood in the direction of the fire on the
mountain. This New Fire then was taken down the
mountain and carried to Huitzilopochtli’s temple on
top of the Great Temple in Tenochtitlan. Fire priests
as well as other messengers took the fire back to the
cities so that people could place it in their homes.
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TLAMACAZTEQUIHUAQUE

The Lords of the Sun, or #amacaztequibuaque (war-
rior priests), carried the effigies of deities in the van-
guard of Aztec armies during war campaigns. They
captured enemies and made appropriate sacrifices in
the battlefield. It was their duty to take the lead in
the war campaign as they were always a day’s dis-
tance ahead of the brave and seasoned warriors.
They also solved disputes among warriors about
captives; for instance, if no one had witnessed the
taking of a particular captive and several warriors
claimed him, the Lord of the Sun decided between
them and settled the quarrel (see chapter 5).

CIHUATLAMACAZQUE

Women priests called cibuatiamacazque taught the
girls who went to the all-girl calmecac or telpochcalli
school. These priests were the personification of
earth-mother cult deities and maize goddesses.
Aside from instruction, the women priests also
directed the rituals of some festivals dedicated to
fertility goddesses, although they were not allowed
to officiate in the sacrifices.

TLAMATINI

A highly esteemed teacher-priest was called a tlarma-
tini (wise man; plural, tlamatinime). The wise man
was an exemplary person. He possessed writings and
owned books. He represented tradition and the road
and as such was the leader of men, a bearer of
responsibility, a physician, a counselor, a philoso-
pher, a poet-writer, a companion, and a guide. A
good wise man was a trustworthy person, an instruc-
tor worthy of confidence, deserving of credibility
and faith. A tlamatini was very knowledgeable in all
aspects of life and in the dealings of the land of the
dead.

OCELOQUACUILLI AND NAHUALLI

Oceloquacuilli (jaguar priests) were the priests of
Great Nahualpilli, a god of the Huastecs who was
the Chief of Magicians, the Great Sorcerer, and the
Great Nahual. When the Aztecs invaded the
Huastecs, they took the idol of Nahualpilli and
placed him in Tenochtitlan to perform his magic.

The priests of Great Nahualpilli were called not
only oceloquacuilli but also nabualli, or nabual, indi-
cating their role as wise men, sorcerers, and magi-
cians. The nabualli was given power and wisdom as
a reward for his fasting, being locked in the temple,
and remaining celibate. Some of the characteristics
of the role of the nabualli were very similar to those
of the sadhus or gurus, the holy men of India. In
Mesoamerican thinking, the nabualli had three
main functions: As the #aciubqui, he was to bring
rain; as the tecuitlnzqui, to remove the freeze and
hail from the fields; and as the tlacatecolotl, to trans-
form into an owl (or another animal) and provoke
evil and disease.

The nabualli could be supernaturally transported
to Tlalocan (place of abundance of water and suste-
nance) where he worked to bring rain and fertility to
the Earth. The nabualli controlled the amount of
rain that fell from the sky and with it the resulting
good or bad harvests, and he demanded the sacrifice
of blood as a symbol of rain. The nabualli trans-
formed himself into animals such as the jaguar, dog,
turkey, owl, and even into a ghost woman, and in
this form, he punished rebellious members of the
community with famine, disease, or death. However,
at the same time, he risked suffering personally any
actions taken against him in his animal form: The
nabualli typically worked by night, and if he was cap-
tured as an animal, he would die with the arrival of
dawn. The nabualli had very exuberant and messy
hair, carried a golden shield, and wore blood red
sandals. Nabualli were born under the sign Ce
Quiahuitl (One Rain).

The word nabua, from which the word nabual
derives, means “wisdom” but also carries, according
to historian and linguist Angel Marfa Garibay, con-
notations of deceit, prestige, disguise, and dissem-
bling (1971). These other meanings gave the
nabualli an air of mystery in Aztec society. In gen-
eral, the transfiguration of the nabualli caused dam-
age to those around him.

TETONALMACANI

When a baby was born in Aztec society, he or she
received a name taken from the tonalamatl (a div-
inatory book of the Sun or destiny) and in this way
was mystically joined to the divinity. That name,

HANDBOOK TO LIFE IN THE AZTEC WORLD

90



which became part of the personality of the indi-
vidual, was his or her tonalli, or tonal, his fortune or
destiny.

A tonalli could become diseased from espanto or
susto, or in the Nahuatl language, retonalcabualiztli
(loss of the tonalli). This happened when an individ-
ual offended the protective divinities or spirits of
things and places. It could also happen when a per-
son received a strong blow to the body or when a
person received an intense psychological impact,
such as a strong attack of anger or a serious scare. To
cure the individual, in such cases, a priest called a
tetonalmacani (he who cures the tonalli) made an
offering to Tonatiuh (the sun god) and performed a
magical treatment or cleansing on the patient.

Priest Activities

Priests led a chaste, pure life of moderation. They
were god-fearing, and as such they were not to lie
nor be proud nor look upon women. The 16th-
century Catholic chronicler Sahagin emphasized
that in no way was there filth or vice among the
priests. If a priest sinned and drank pulque (an alco-
holic beverage) or was lustful, no mercy was shown:
He was strangled, burned alive, or shot with arrows.
If a priest sinned lightly, others drew blood from his
ears, flanks, and thighs with maguey spines or a
sharpened bone.

Priests had three main duties: performing rituals,
administrating and caretaking, and educating others.
During rituals, they offered their own blood as a sac-
rifice, gave food to the gods, and burned incense
(copal). The object used to burn copal in the offer-
ings and during sacrifices was an incense burner,
similar in appearance to a frying pan. The long,
straight, hollow handle of the incense burner often
represented serpents. During these performance rit-
uals, priests were also responsible for keeping the
sacred fires burning in large braziers, playing music,
and making many offerings to the gods.

As part of their duties of administration and care-
taking, priests managed the construction, personnel,
and provisions of the temples. Sweeping was done
daily so that the temple grounds and the gods were
properly taken care of.

The third priestly duty was education. Priests
took charge of the calmecac, supervised the tlamacaz-
ton (novices, young initiates) and lay personnel, and
cared for the sacred books. They taught others
about the gods, rituals, calendar, and astronomy.

In order to serve their deities within their daily
rituals, priests were more devoted to prayer and per-
formances of penance than the rest of the Aztec peo-
ple. They prayed three times during the day and
once at night. Novice priests gathered wood to keep
watch at night and carried the logs on their backs.
After finishing a day of work, they saw to their godly
obligations of doing penance. For penance, at night
they cut maguey spines to place them in the forest,
desert, or near the water. For this venture, no more
than one person at a time went. The priests first
bathed and then went naked carrying shell trumpets,
incense ladles, a bag full of incense, and pine
torches. At places where the maguey spines were
placed, the trumpet was then blown. The younger
priests went a half league while those who per-
formed great penances went two leagues.

At midnight the principal priests bathed them-
selves in water. Also at midnight, when the night was
divided in half, everyone arose and prayed. If a per-
son did not wake up, the others gathered together to
draw blood from his ears, breasts, thighs, and calves.

All observed the rite of fasting, but at different
intervals. At midday the small boys ate and then
called atamalqualo when it was time for fasting. They
would not eat again until the next day at midday. At
midnight others ate and then would not eat again
until the next midnight. No chili or salt was eaten,
nor did they drink water. If anyone ate even a little
bit, the fast was broken.

Bernal Diaz del Castillo described the priests as
wearing black cloaks, similar to cassocks, and long
gowns reaching to their feet. Some had hoods, like
those worn by canons, and others had smaller hoods,
like those of the Dominicans. The priests wore their
hair very long, down to the waist, and some wore it
down to the ankles. Their hair was covered with
blood and so matted together that it could not be
separated. He also noted that their ears were cut to
pieces by way of penance, and their fingernails were
very long. According to Diaz they stank like sulfur
and decaying flesh. It was said that these priests were
very pious and led good lives.

SOCIETY AND GOVERNMENT

91



TECUHTLI

Tecubtli means “dignitary” or “lord” and was a title
given to a noble who was elected or was appointed
by the tlatoani to oversee the people in a given area.
Tetecubtin always came from among the pipiltin. The
person holding the tecubtli title could be an agricul-
tural landowner, a judge, or a military commander.
The tecubtli landowner represented his people
before the higher authorities. He was to speak for
the people under his care and to defend them against
excessive taxation or any infringement on their land.
The tecubtli legal officer judged lawsuits, and the
tecubtli military commander led the group that he
was required to furnish in war.

After death, the title of tecubtli did not necessarily
pass down to one’s descendants automatically. In the
early days of the Aztec Empire, the next elected
tecuhtli had to be a nobleman but could have been a
close or distant relative or of no relation at all.
Although the #atoani had the power to designate a
new tecubtli, the nobles in the teccalli (lord house)
made the final decision about who became the next
tecuhtli to rule over them. (During the time of Mote-
cuhzoma II, the election was more of a presentation
in which the ruler appointed the name of his choice
to be the next recubtli.) Election to the position of
tecubtli depended on the capacity of the candidate
and in one’s outside connections.

To gain higher status, whether a person was a pilli
(noble) or a macebualli (commoner), one had to earn
it. The rtecubtli was a man of importance. His name
carried the respectful termination of -zzin, such as
Axayacatzin or Ahuitzotzin. He had distinguishing
clothes and jewels. He lived in a teccalli that was main-
tained by the townspeople or villagers, who owed him
tribute of wood, water, and domestic service. Unlike
the tecubtli title, the land estates belonging to the
tecubtli were transmitted to his heirs, at which point
they became pillalli (land belonging to the pipiltin),
despite the fact that there was a law that land was to
be communal. The sons of dignitaries were then
allowed inherited revenues as well as the opportunity
to be preferred in the higher social circle.

Those who aspired to the office of tecubtli did not
desire wealth as did the rest of the Aztec people; they

were more concerned with an honorable reputation.
Wealth was not pursued, although it came as a result
of increasing power and official expenses. The recubtli
and his family did not pay taxes, but the commoners
paid tribute to him as well as to the tlatoani.

Place of Residence of the
Tetecubtin

Ultimately, all land was owned by the tatoani, but to
the tetecubtin the tlatoani granted estates called recca-
ili (lord house) for ruling over the people. The
tecubtli’s palace was located either in the same calpulli
(neighborhood or district) as the rest of the com-
moners or just outside it, among other nobles. In
addition, land was set aside for him. The revenue
from this land was the tecubtli’s own income on top
of the foodstuff, clothing, and provisions the #aroani
allowed him. In return, the tecubtli would be obliged
to present himself before the king whenever he was
called for.

The recalli was very elaborate. Bernal Diaz del
Castillo described a tecubtli’s palace in Iztapalapa
that he saw as the Spaniards marched to Tenochti-
tlan. It was very large and built with the best stone.
The roof timbers were made of cedar and other
sweet-smelling woods. The rooms were very big,
and the patios were covered with cotton awnings.
The garden contained a variety of plants, flowers,
including roses, fruit trees, and a pool of water.
Also a boat had access to this orchard from the lake
"Tetzcoco.

CALPULLI

A calpulli was a group of families who lived near one
another. Calpulli, in urban settings, comprised
neighborhoods. In our modern categories, a calpulli
can be understood as a district, quarter, or neighbor-
hood of a town. In some calpulli, residents belonged
to one profession, while in others, there was a mix-
ture of farmers, craftsmen, and traders. The crafts-
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men calpulli could consist of feather workers, gold-
smiths, precious-stone workers, or other artisans.
For the most part, the macebualtin were grouped
within a calpulli.

The city of Tenochtitlan was divided into four
campan (territorial divisions organized according to
the cardinal points), and each campan was composed
of several calpulli. In rural areas, some of the calpulli
wards were a territory spread out over a great area,
while others were clustered together to form rural
towns. A small calpulli could consist of a cluster of 10
to 20 houses, while a larger calpulli could be com-
posed of several wards under a common tecubtli.
Those serving the local lord lived in the zeccalli (lord
house). Urban wards generally consisted of noble
dwellings while those who lived in the rural wards
were peasants.

All calpulli wards contained a temple to which the
members of the community dedicated themselves.
The temple was administered by a priest, or
quacuilli, who played a role equivalent to the parish
priests of today. The citizens worked and maintained
plots to support themselves. A telpochcalli (com-
moner’s school) existed in each calpulli. The distin-
guished and outstanding warriors of the calpulli were
responsible for educating the students in martial arts
at this school. The young men who trained at the
telpochealli were then responsible for the upkeep of
the school, and they provided daily fuel and provi-
sions, made repairs to the building, and cultivated a
field for the support of the school.

The Aztec identified themselves according to
their calpulli or community. They did not consider
themselves as a culture or as a collective whole. Each
calpulli and, in a larger sense, each altepet/ (town) had
its own history with its own identity. People from
Tenochtitlan would therefore have identified them-
selves as Tenochca; those from Xochimilco, as
Xochimilca; and so on.

Although the calpulli was ultimately run by the
tlatoani via the elected or appointed tecubtli, mem-
bers of the calpulli elected a calpullec (headman) to
distribute lands to them according to need. The
calpullec’s job was to maintain census maps of the
calpulli. The maps showed all vacant and occupied
lots of land in the calpulli. Through these maps, a
current record was kept of all people who should be
paying tribute to the state. At the death of a calpulli

member, the name glyph that represented the head
of the household was erased and was replaced by his
successor. The calpullec was not necessarily from the
noble class, but he had to have held the office of
elder. Members of the calpulli were responsible for
cultivating land for the calpullec so that he could per-
form his job full time. He was required to meet with
the members of the calpulli to discuss their needs,
and he had to report daily to the chief tribute collec-
tor (calpixque) to receive orders.

In the eastern Nahua area of present-day Puebla
and Tlaxcala, nobles headed large reccalli. Common-
ers were attached to them by obligations of service
and tribute. In the Valley of Mexico, Morelos, and
the Toluca area, members of a calpulli were under the
jurisdiction of a noble, and the local commoners
were required to pay tribute to him. The nobles
owned land apart from the calpulli in which some
peasants were considered dependent on their lord to
work these lands. Within the conquered areas of the
empire, the members of the equivalent of the calpuili
were also required to provide services for the local
ruler and the Aztec administrator.

Both the teccalli and the calpulli were territorial
units, but not much is understood about their full
organization. In the calpulli, land was distributed
among the members for their use. If new land
opened up, or if an existing plot was left aban-
doned, the calpulli council would reallocate the
land. Land was not usually sold, rather it was
passed down to heirs; however, some calpuili lands
were privately owned by certain commoners and
could be sold. But ultimately, the land remained
under the general jurisdiction of the calpulli and the
altepet] (city-state).

HOUSEHOLD

The Aztec Home

Most of the macebualtin houses were made of sun-
dried brick and were L-shaped with one story. The
number of rooms increased with the family’s wealth,
but the most modest homes had one main room.
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The entrance opened up to a patio in the center,
while the side facing the street was closed for pri-
vacy. The average house had a kitchen, a room
where the entire family slept, and two altars. One
altar was located near where they slept, and the
other was located near the door. The kitchen was a
separate building in the courtyard; the remazcalli
(steambath) was also built separately from the house.
Immediate families and their extended families
occupied these houses.

Whether an elaborate or modest home, furnish-
ings were simple and sparse. Petlat/ (mats), petlacalli
(chests), and a few seats woven out of reeds or rushes
provided the furniture in both the rich and poor
Aztec houses. Both a great lord and a commoner
slept on mats, although some might have a bed cur-
tain over them, which was the case when the
Spaniards stayed in Axayacatl’s palace. During the
daytime, in both private houses and the courts,
the same petlat/ used for sleeping became a seat, set
on a mound of earth or on a wood platform. A more
evolved chair, an icpalli was a legless seat made of
wood or wickerwork with a back slightly higher than
the sitter’s head. One would sit on the icpalli cross-
legged on the ground and lean backward a little.
This chair was common among the people but only
the emperor’s icpalli could be covered with cloth or
skins and adorned with gold.

A family’s storage box or chest where clothes,
pieces of cloth, and jewels were kept was called a pe-
tlacalli. (This same word also identified the state
treasure and formed part of the name of the official,
the petlacalcatl, in charge of the finances of the
empire.) The household petlacalli was only a covered
basket with easy access. A very strict law against
theft kept people from stealing. Other chests found
in the house contained their gods (small and large),
small stones and flints, and books of paper made
from the bark of a tree that contained the signs and
dates of past events.

In the middle of every house lay the hearth and
the image of Huehueteotl, the old god of fire. The
hearth consisted of three stones on which sat the
pots, and between the stones, logs were burned.
The mystical power of the fire god was within the
stones, and it was believed that anyone who
offended the fire by walking on the hearthstones
would die.

Household Populations

The average number of individuals in a household
in Tenochtitlan cannot be known for sure, but
authorities such as anthropologist Jacques
Soustelle suggest that four to seven people lived
under the same roof (1979: 9). This estimate is sug-
gested to be modest, because servants also lived
within the same dwelling; however, supposing that
the average number of people to a household was
seven, there were 80,000 to 100,000 households
within Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco, bringing the
population to above 500,000 but below 1 million.
Other scholars disagree with these calculations,
and now, ethnohistorian Edward Calnek’s sugges-
tion that 200,000 individuals populated Tenochti-
tlan is widely accepted.

Family Relationships

Aztec families were closely knit and supportive of
each other. Parents, grandparents, and neighbors
helped rear the children in the neighborhood. Aunts
and uncles also helped raise and support the
upbringing of children. If a member of a family
refused to help guard the family children, they were
considered bad people by other society members.

Ideally, the family was expected to behave prop-
erly, to work industriously, and to treat one another
and the elders with respect. Elders played an impor-
tant role in Aztec ceremonies, and though strict laws
prohibited the rest of society from being drunk in
public, the elderly were allowed to drink alcoholic
beverages in excess.

Roles of Men and Women

FATHER

According to Fray Bernardino Sahagtn, one’s father
was the source of lineage. The man was the head of
the family. If he had more than one wife, he was to
treat all of them as equals. The father was to store up
wealth for himself and for his family, and he was to
take care of his assets responsibly. He regulated fam-
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ily life, distributed his wealth with care, and estab-
lished order in the home.

MOTHER

Sahagtin writes that a woman’s greatest duty was as a
mother. She was to be sincere, vigilant, and an ener-
getic worker. He further describes the ideal Aztec
woman as an attentive teacher, willing to serve others
and be mindful of their welfare. He emphasizes that
she was to be careful, thrifty, and constantly at work.

CHILDREN

Children, especially newborns, were called pre-
cious stones or feathers of the precious quetzal
bird, and they were believed to be gifts from the
gods. A legitimate child was born to a man and wife
who had been properly married; this usually meant
the first marriage that underwent the appropriate
marriage rites (see chapter 13 for more informa-
tion). A good son was expected to be obedient,
humble, gracious, grateful, and reverent. He was
also expected to follow his parents’ characters and
way of life. A good daughter was required to be
obedient, honest, intelligent, discreet, of good
memory, respectful, prudent, modest, and chaste.
When a child was orphaned, his or her uncle and
aunt provided support.
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WARFARE




he Aztec engaged in warfare for a variety of

reasons. Primarily, they sought to gain domina-
tion over territories for economic and political rea-
sons. Their ultimate goal was to conquer city-states
in order to force them to pay tribute. Secondarily,
they sought to gain religious favors, and warfare
allowed them to take captives and use them for sac-
rifice. In fact, most of the victims sacrificed to the
Aztec gods were captured during battle.

The themes of warfare and battle were dominant
in Aztec culture. An Aztec male’s identity was
defined by his success in warfare. Even in female
identity, warfare was important; childbirth was com-
pared to combat, and women who died in childbirth
were equated to warriors. Male education at the
telpochcalli schools emphasized military skills and val-
ues, and the main aim of the relpochcalli curriculum
was to create warriors.

Although social status in Aztec society was
largely predetermined by family lineage, warfare
provided a means to climbing the social ladder.
Young warriors elevated their social status by taking
captives in battle, and more important, they secured
that status for their descendants.

A great amount of what is known about Aztec
warfare is a result of the fact that they were the cul-
ture that clashed with the Spanish army. Spanish
priests and conquistadores wrote down what they
witnessed at the time of the conquest, and the Aztecs
themselves, being very prolific, also wrote and dis-
played their culture through literature and art.

TRAINING

At the time of his birth, a young male’s destiny was
predetermined not only by his gender but also by
the day on which he was born. The date of his birth
would determine what kind of warrior he would
become; for example, those born on the day matlactli
cuaubtli (10 Eagle) were destined to be good sol-
diers. They would have strength and courage, spur
others to valor, hurl themselves against their foes,
smash their ranks, and put terror into their hearts.
For all males, military service was mandatory, and it

was the job of these warriors to maintain the great
military empire that Tenochtitlan had become in the
15th century.

For a male born to a common family, his primary
education, between the ages of three and 15, was
given by his parents. They taught him about his
calpulli and the role he would play in serving it. A
youth’s early years would be spent performing phys-
ical labor that would strengthen his body and
included carrying wood, water, or supplies and food
purchased in the marketplace at the center of the
city. By the age of seven he would be trained to man-
age his family’s boats and to fish on Lake Tetzcoco.

A very important element in his preparation to
becoming a warrior was food rationing. This was
determined by age: At the age of three, he was
given only a half cake of maize per meal; by age
five, he was given a full cake; and by the age of 12,
he was given a cake and half. Only during ritual
feasts was the youth allowed to consume more. The
principal reason for this was to instill discipline in
the future warrior, as it was expected that in times
of battle he would have to march for days without
food. Indolence was not tolerated, and punishments
included beatings and stings with agave thorns (see
chapter 13).

There were two types of schools that offered mil-
itary training: the calmecac and the telpochcalli. Most
commoners attended the telpochcalli because it pro-
vided the most direct route to becoming a warrior.

Calmecac

The calmecac trained the Aztec political and military
elite, principally the sons of the upper nobility, but
also some lower nobility and commoners who were
to become priests. Because the objective of the
calmecac was to train priests, most of the education
focused on the intellectual aspects of Aztec life,
though military training was also included.

The calmecacs were attached to the temples, and
the one in Tenochtitlan was located in the main cer-
emonial complex and was dedicated to the god
Quetzalcoatl. It is uncertain at what age the young
males entered the calmecac. The king’s sons appar-
ently entered the temple at the age of five and were
raised there until they were old enough to go to war.
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Those entering between the ages of six to 13 were
usually the sons of lower nobility. One thing is cer-
tain: Training in the calmecac began earlier than that
in the telpochcalli.

Training in the calmecac was rigorous. It not only
covered that which was taught at the relpochcalli but
also focused on the intellectual aspects of Aztec life.
Among the subjects the youths were taught were
reading and writing, songs, the calendar, the book of
dreams, and the book of years. The youths were
expected to arise at midnight and pray to the gods.
Domestic chores were also part of the curriculum,
and tasks included preparation of their own food,
sweeping before dawn, and gathering wood to tend
the fire (see chapter 13). At the age of 15, the war-
rior aspect of their education began with their first
instruction in the use of weapons.

One important difference between the sons of
nobles and warriors, and the sons of commoners was
the expectation placed on their accomplishments. It
was believed that the sons of nobles and warriors
were more inclined to the warrior’s life than other
boys were, and these youths, whether trained in the
telpochcalli or the calmecac, received military instruc-
tion in the house of the eagle and jaguar military
orders. (For more on the calmecac, see chapter 13.)

Telpochcalli

Each of the city wards (calpulli) had at least one
telpochcalli. Youths between the age of 15 and 20
received an extensive military education at the
telpochcalli. By the year 1519, an average of 489
youths between the ages of 15 and 20 received their
education at the relpochcalli in Tenochtitlan. Here the
young men learned to be courageous and to serve
the gods of the Earth (Tlaltecuhtli) and the Sun
(Tonatiuh), although the divinity to whom the insti-
tution was dedicated was Tezcatlipoca. Tezcatlipoca,
was believed to manifest the most commendable val-
ues of a soldier. Among the god’s traits were confi-
dence and courage.

Upon arrival at the school, a male youth was
brought before the telpochtlato, the ruler of the
school, and the sacred image of Tezcatlipoca. There,
the relpochtiato said:

Here our lord has placed him. Here you
understand, you are notified that our lord has
given a jewel, a precious feather, a child has
arrived. In your laps, in the cradle of your
arms we place him. And now we dedicate him
to the lord, shadow, wind, Tezcatlipoca and
pray that he will sustain him. We leave him to
become a young warrior. He will live here in
the house of penance where the eagle warrior
and the jaguar warrior are born (Sahagin
1950-69: 3, 51-53).

In comparison to the calmecac, the intellectual
training at the telpochcalli was less rigorous, and the
staff of the telpochcalli consisted of accomplished vet-
eran soldiers, rather than priests, who trained the
youths in military skills. The youths were taught dis-
cipline by realizing domestic chores. These included
sweeping the house, cleaning, building walls, and
farming. The youths were also expected to work
with teams of other boys in public works as a means
to facilitate cooperation and strengthen a sense of
civic duty; these teams collaborated particularly in
the cleaning and repair of the aqueducts, canals, and

5.1 Male students arrive at the telpochcalli for military
training, from the Florentine Codex (Lluvia Arras)
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causeways that criss-crossed the city and provided
vital links for transportation. Other exercises
included training in martial arts and transporting
large pieces of firewood and branches from the
forests to the city to heat and decorate the school.
Hauling firewood was an important physical activity
because it built up strength, and over time the num-
ber of pieces of firewood that the youth carried on
his back increased. This would help the youths later
in battle when they would be expected to carry
shields, food, and military supplies and weapons
across vast distances of open battlefields filled with
enemy warriors.

Ritual was also a very important part of their day.
At sunset, the youths bathed and painted their bod-
ies black and dressed in mesh capes and neckbands.
After the sun had set, they ignited fires and sang and
danced until after midnight, when they retired to the
telpochealli to sleep.

The young men were not allowed much enter-
tainment. Aztec society prohibited drunkenness,
which was punished by public beating and at times
even by death by hanging. Alcohol was hence com-
pletely forbidden to telpochcalli youth. The only
enjoyment a youth could hope for was to keep a mis-
tress, yet this was only possible if he could afford
one. Because the primary objective of the school was
to create warriors, the youth’s day was expected to
involve backbreaking labor, as this would help pre-
pare him for war. All meals were eaten at home, after
which the young men were required to return to the
telpochealli. The only forms of “recreation” were
singing and dancing in the evenings and exercise, all
of which enabled the telpochcalli youth to bond with
the other boys of the calpulli spiritually while they
improved their agility and coordination. These two
skills would become essential in both hand-to-hand
combat and troop movement. The content of the
songs the youths sang was also important because it
involved the exploits of the gods, cultural heroes, or
warriors of the calpulli who had accomplished great
feats of heroism.

It was common for the telpochcalli masters to be
only slightly older than the students themselves.
Among the duties of the masters was to watch and
observe the new boys to determine who was physi-
cally fit and who showed respect and good judg-

ment. This often was achieved by intimidating the
youths with insults and physical bullying. This
method of training was seen as essential in deter-
mining who would thrive in the life and death situa-
tions of real combat. Rewards for endurance
included the prospect of eventually becoming a mas-
ter of youths, and the possibility of becoming a
telpochtlato later in life. The telpochtlato were respon-
sible for training an entire generation of seasoned
warriors who were essential to the survival of the
empire.

War captains (yaotequibuaque) were primarily
entrusted with training the youths in matters of war.
These veteran warriors taught the young men to
handle weapons, including shooting arrows from a
bow, throwing darts with an atlatl (spear-thrower),
and holding a shield and a maquabuit! (a kind of saw-
sword carved of wood and affixed with an edge of
sharp obsidian razor blades). Youths were taken on
as apprentices to carry supplies and arms for the
instructing warrior when he went to war. At first
they assisted by carrying baggage and arms for sol-
diers; later the novices carried their own arms.
Eventually, they would be allowed to participate
fully in battle and to attempt to capture enemy pris-
oners for sacrifice.

Prior to full participation in battle, the youths
were introduced to combat situations in a variety of
manners. Their first combat training was symbolical
and took place in the principal religious festivals
held annually. These festivals were held in Tenochti-
tlan’s main ceremonial center in front of the Great
Temple (see chapter 6). The festivals were held to
celebrate the planting season and the conclusion of
war season, and included dancing, singing, and
feasting. The most important events to the warriors
were the staged battles. Featured in these gladiator-
ial battles were high-ranking enemies captured dur-
ing the previous campaign season; here, these
warriors would fight for their lives against heavily
armed opponents.

Also encouraged among the students were mock
battles between the youths of both the telpochcalli
and calmecac. These would be held as competitions
in which participants were rewarded with food and
gifts. It was during these mock battles that the vet-
eran warriors of different ranks and specializations
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5.2 A veteran soldier accompanied by two novice soldiers, in the Codex Mendoza (John Pohl)

would teach the boys to handle basic weapons such
as slings, bows, arrows, and spears. The most
promising students would be advanced to train in
the use of the maquabuit] and shield.

At the age of 20, those youths who wanted to
become warriors went to war, but before the novice
could go to war, he had to have a sponsor to accom-
pany him. The youth’s parents achieved this by
approaching veteran warriors with food, drink, and
gifts in order to entice the best sponsor for their son.
The nobility’s greater ability to pay doubtless
resulted in their sons’ being watched over by better
and more experienced warriors, and their success
rate in battle was predictably higher than for the
commoner youths, who could not afford the best
teachers. The warriors took great care of the youths
in the wars, and they showed the youths how to take
captives once the tide of the battle had turned in the
Aztec’s favor.

Taking a captive unaided in a youth’s first battle
was very impressive. If he had assistance (up to five
others), a decision was made about who had actually
taken the captive. The captive was then distributed
among those helping in the following manner: The

actual captor took the body and the right thigh; the
second who had helped him received the left thigh;
the third took the right upper arm; the fourth took
the left upper arm; the fifth took the right forearm;
and the sixth took the left forearm. Then the tuft of
hair growing from the captor’s nape was cut. If the
captor had required the help of others to take a pris-
oner, his hair was shorn on the left side of his head,
with the right side left long, reaching the bottom of
his ear. Thus the youth was honored, but he was also
told to take another captive unassisted to prove that
he was a man.

A youth who failed to take a captive after going to
war three or four times was called a cuexpalchicacpol,
or “youth with a baby’s lock,” meaning that he still
possessed the tuft of hair at the nape of his neck. (A
warrior’s hair was styled in accordance with his rank;
therefore, his hairstyle was a symbol of distinction.
The most common were the top knot [temzillot]] and
the shorn head with a center crest and two side
tufts.) Thus shamed, he redoubled his efforts to take
a captive. If he failed to take one unassisted, his head
was pasted with feathers. One who took no captives
at all, even with assistance, had the crown of his head
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shaved, and he would never achieve martial fame.
However, this was a consideration only for those
youths aspiring to a military career. The bulk of the
army was made up of commoners who were sent
into battle as auxiliaries and had little hope of
achieving martial fame in any case.

Because the telpochealli’s main goal was to prepare
the Aztec youths for war, the school’s instructor
demanded the youths’ total attention, great physical
effort, bravery, and the ability to withstand intense
pain. This was not taken lightly by the trainers or
indeed by wider society, since the well-being of the
entire empire depended on the training of these
future warriors. The telpochcalli was expected to pro-
duce powerful and courageous warriors. As a result,
those who deviated from the training were gravely
chastised. One source depicts a teacher beating the
head of his student with a firebrand because he left
school to live with a prostitute. This discipline was
applied not only to the students but also to the
teachers, and punishment often involved the taking
of valued possessions. Adornments and valued lip
pendants were removed, and in order to humiliate
the individual publicly, his warrior hairstyle was cut

off.

MILITARY RANKS AND
ORDERS

The three major avenues for social advancement in
Aztec society were commerce, the priesthood, and
a distinguished military career. In order to advance
socially in the military, the warrior had to demon-
strate great feats of military prowess, which were
generally measured by the number of captives
taken in battle (see figure 5.3). Although slaying
enemies was important, the true indicator of a suc-
cessful campaign was the taking of captives for sac-
rifice. The quality of the captive was also important
because some enemies were considered more diffi-
cult to capture than others were. Achieving rank
therefore depended on the quality as well as the
quantity of the captives.

Most of the Aztec army was composed of troops of
commoners (yaoquizqueb; singular, yaoquizqui) with-
out military distinction. Although historical accounts
place considerable emphasis on the elite warriors, the
possibility of military advancement through one’s
deeds and abilities was possible, but social class was
the primary influence on the success of a military
career. Sons of nobility always had the best opportu-
nity to have not only better military training but also
the best ranking positions due to the status of their
fathers. Military ranking was intimately tied to the
overall social structure of Aztec society, and social
ranking was tied to political offices, the latter defining
rights and requiring the holder to have a specified sta-
tus. The hierarchy in the military was as follows:

Huey tlatoani (commander in chief of the army)

Cibuacoat! (prime minister and second in
command)

Supreme Council of War (group of four zete-
cubtin with high military ranks)

Xiquipilli (regiment, or battalion, consisting of
groups of 8,000 men divided in units of 400)

There were also ranks of authority equivalent to
general, colonel, and captain.

"The telpochcalli youth’s first battle was of extreme
importance because it was his opportunity for
advancement in rank. If he had been brave in battle,
he would be named tiachcauh (master of youths).
Once he was considered valiant and thought to have
reached manhood, he was named relpochtiabto. Each
telpochcalli had a telpochtlato, tiachcauh, or telpochtequi-
hua (military instructor). If the youth captured four
enemies, he could advance to the rank of tequibua
(plural, tequibuaqueh), and later he could reach a
variety of higher ranks, such as #acochcalcat! (gen-
eral), tlacateccat! (commanding general), or cuaub-
tlabtoh (chief), or perhaps become a topileh (one who
has owned a staff), a constable.

The commander in chief was the huey tatoani,
also called tlacatecubtli (lord of the men or war-
riors), and often led the army into battle himself.
He was at the apex of Aztec society, and by the
15th century, the position equaled that of emperor.
The emperor’s most trusted adviser was the cihua-
cotl, who outranked other advisers. Following the
tlatoani and the cibuacoat! was the Supreme Council
of War, which was composed of four main officers:
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the tlacateccatl (he who commands the warriors),
the highest commanding general; the tacochcalcat]
(man of the house of darts), an army general in
charge of the arsenal; the etzbuabuancat! (person
from Etzhuahuanco, the place where one has
scratched with blood), a prestigious warrior; and
the tlillancalqgui (keeper of the dark house, or
dweller of Tlillan, the place of blackness). Only the
highest nobility were allowed to hold these four
offices. The emperor’ heirs held the highest office
of the tlacateccatl, while the remaining offices were
given to his brothers or close relatives. Courageous
warriors and members of the emperor’s council
held additional offices and titles. Those titles
granted to valiant warriors did not strictly allocate
rank but were honors given for performance in
battle.

Other military ranks included the achcacaubtin,
who were in charge of declaring war or subduing
rebelling provinces. These positions were usually
held by courageous warriors, but the title signified
that the achcacaubtin were a type of judicial officer
who oversaw arms, doctrine, and training.

The elder warriors, the cuaubbuehuetqueh (eagle
elders; singular, cuaubbuebueh), also held an impor-
tant place in the military hierarchy. Although they
were no longer allowed to fight in battle, they
played a significant role in the campaigns. Their
responsibilities included organizing the troops and
camps and informing the wives of warriors slain in
battle.

In addition to individual ranks, the Aztec army
was organized into hierarchical units. The smallest
tactical unit consisted of four or five soldiers under
the command of a veteran. These units were
grouped into squads of perhaps 20 men, and larger
units of 100, 200, and 400 men, each with their
own commanders. Reflecting Aztec social struc-
ture, these units were drawn from and organized by
calpulli with the intention of creating cohesive
social, as well as military, units. Beneath ward lev-
els, each unit marched separately under its own
battle standard. Above ward levels, the army was
organized by city with its own banner (allied cities
followed the same general organization), and the
entire army then marched under the standard of
the king. Most veteran soldiers were dispersed
throughout the army, but the military orders also

operated as separate units. The typical size of an
army was a regiment or battalion called a xiguipilli,
which contained 8,000 men, with larger forces
being composed of multiples or fractions of this
number.

Otontin and Cuaubchicqueb
Orders

The orders of the orontin (Otomies; singular,
otormitl) and the cuaubchicqueb (shorn ones; singular,
cuauhchic) were the highest military orders. Captur-
ing five or six enemies qualified a warrior entrance
to the otomtin order, and he was given a tlabuizma-
tlatopilli or xopilli, an emblem symbolic of heroism.
He also carried a maquabuit! and a shield decorated
with a design of four crescents, and he was allowed
to wear his hair bound in a tassel with a red ribbon.

In order to enter the cuaubchicquebh order, war-
riors had to take many captives and perform more
than 20 brave deeds. The cuaubchicqueh order was of
higher status than the orontin order and included in
its membership many high-ranking commanders,
such as the tlacateccatl, the tlacochcalcatl, and the
cuaubnochtecubtli (eagle prickly-pear lord). Certain
characteristics were particular to this order. For
example, their heads were entirely shaved except for
a piece of hair braided with a red ribbon above the
left ear. They would also paint half of their heads
blue and the other half red or yellow. The attire
would include a loincloth and an open-weave mantle
of maguey fiber.

Both of these military orders had their own
house in the emperor’s palace, and within these
quarters, nobility and commoners were separated.
The Supreme Council of War congregated to
debate military matters in the cuaubcalli, the house
of the eagle and jaguar military orders. The emperor
presided over these meetings. Apparently, the
cuaubchicqueb warriors also met in the cuaubcalli,
although they did not play a role in decisions of the
state. The highest of the several warrior orders was
that of the nobles (otontin and cuaubchicqueh), fol-
lowed by the eagle and jaguar warriors. There were
other less known orders like the coyote, bear, and
skull warriors.
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Eagle and Jaguar Warriors

As anthropologist Ross Hassig has pointed out, sea-
soned warriors also belonged to the military orders
customarily referred to as eagles (cuacuaubtin) and

jaguars (ocelomeh). Theoretically there was no differ-
ence between these two groups, and they were
therefore sometimes called the cuaubtlocelot] (eagle-
jaguar warriors). These variant terms probably sig-
nified differences in the attire of the individual

5.3 Depictions of Aztec warriors from the Codex Mendoza: ) an otomitl, b) a cuauhchic, ¢) 2 warrior with one

captive, d) a warrior with two captives, e) a warrior with four
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5.4 The remains of the cuauhcalli (House of the Eagle and Faguar Warriors), next to the Templo Mayor (Great
Temple) in Mexico City (Fernando Gonzilez y Gonzilez)

warriors rather than internal distinctions drawn by The emperor granted a variety of rights to the
the orders themselves. Those admitted to either ~ warriors who advanced to the eagle and jaguar
order had to be tequibuaqueb, but they could have orders because of ability and achievement. These

been students from either the calmecac or the  privileges included the right to wear otherwise pro-
telpochcali. scribed jewelry and daily military attire, to dress in

Although these orders where composed largely  cotton and wear sandals in the royal palace, to eat
of nobility, this was not the only qualification. Mili- human flesh and drink oct/i (pulque) in public, to

tary ability was greatly commended, and a warrior ~ keep concubines, and to dine in the Royal Palaces.
could join the order if they had captured more than  Yet there remained a distinction between the distin-
four enemies. Thus, commoners were admitted if guished commoners who became cuacuaubtin and

they could achieve elevation to the cuaubpipiltin ocelomeh and the meritocratic hereditary nobles, who
(noble eagle warrior) rank. However, hereditary  received greater privileges. For example, the noble-
nobles always had the advantage because of the man’s full-body war suit (tlabuiztli) was made of ani-
superior training they received as youths, the social mal skins, unlike the feathered one worn by the
rank of their fathers, and their connection to supe- commoners. Regardless of this distinction, the com-
rior veteran warriors. moners who became cuaubpipiltin were still assured
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5.5 Terra-cotta image of an eagle warrior found in the
cuauhcalli, Museum of the Templo Mayor; Mexico City

(Fernando Gonzilez y Gonzilez)

that their male offspring were eligible for noble
treatment, which included warrior training in the
calmecac.

MILITARY
INTELLIGENCE

Two of the most crucial aspects of Mesoamerican
warfare were espionage and communication. Espi-
onage allowed leaders to keep abreast of political
and military events, while communication allowed
them to establish and maintain political initiatives
and ties and to direct armies in the field. Because

the empire was held together by Aztec action, or
threat of action, rather than by structural reorgani-
zation, communications and intelligence concern-
ing both foreign and internal areas were vital. To
gather information and convey messages, both for-
mal and informal, four institutions were used: mer-
chants traveling throughout Mesoamerica, formal
ambassadors, messengers, and spies.

Merchants

The pochtecah (merchants; singular, pochtecatl) were
long-distance traders of a variety of goods through-
out a vast geographical area that included not only
the Aztec Empire but also independent regions with
no allegiance to Tenochtitlan. The information that
merchants brought back from within and outside the
empire was specific and involved general assess-
ments of the local political climate based on the way
they had been received.

Gathering this information for the Aztec
Empire was incidental to their primary trading
duties, although at times they were given specific
orders. The tlatoani Ahuitzotl, for instance,
ordered merchants to use trade as an excuse to spy
on the lands of Anahuac (the name given to
Mesoamerica by the Aztecs). Disguise was an
important element of a merchant’s spy tactics when
entering hostile areas beyond the Aztec Empire.
Sometimes they disguised themselves as natives of
other areas by cutting their hair in the style of the
locals and learning their language. This was essen-
tial because discovery of their deception would
have resulted in death.

The killing of a merchant was considered just
cause to declare war. Oftentimes the merchant
would provoke war because he would demand trade
or request materials for some domestic or religious
purpose. Independent cities had very little choice
but to either kill or expel the merchant or to become
subjects to Tenochtitlan.

In their travels, merchants journeyed with shields
and swords, prepared for battle if necessary. If they
were successful in confrontations, they were
rewarded by the emperor in the same manner a war-
rior would be. If they were openly attacked, the
emperor quickly sent warriors to their aid.
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As the empire expanded, the importance of mer-
chant military intelligence increased. The farther
away a conquered land lay, the more important it
became to know what was going on at all times. The
Aztec required advance knowledge in order to be
able to subdue planned rebellions, invasions, or hos-
tile actions. Hence, the pochtecah were held in high
esteem, and when they were attacked or murdered,
retaliation was deemed necessary. It was not so much
the merchant’s life that mattered as much as the
information he was supplied.

Ambassadors

Official ambassadors were a more formal means of
contact and intelligence. They were received in
peace even by enemy cities. Usually these ambas-
sadors were sent to independent cities to ask them to
become tributaries to Tenochtitlan. The refusal of
such a request would make the area a candidate for
conquest, and if the ambassador was killed, his death
would definitely result in war.

Messengers

According to anthropologist Ross Hassig, a system
of messengers was utilized by the Aztec to convey
information within the empire and to sustain con-
tact with faraway cities and armies in the field.
This messenger system functioned by having
relays of men stationed about five miles (8.4 kilo-
meters) apart along the main roads. These messen-
gers were responsible for transmitting a variety of
correspondence. For instance, if the emperor died,
news of his death would be dispatched from
Tenochtitlan to the rest of the empire by sending
messengers, although the main responsibility of
these couriers was to convey political messages to
and from the Aztec emperor. This system was
mostly utilized in times of war when word was sent
out to inform allied kings about rebelling
provinces, to instruct allies to mobilize men for a
war, and to advise tributary towns along the army’s
line of march of its imminent arrival and of its
dietary needs.

Spies

Once war was declared, formal spies were sent out
for tactical intelligence. Before troops were mobi-
lized, the spies (quimichtin, literally, “mice”; singu-
lar, quimichin) were sent out in disguise, dressed
like the enemy and speaking their language in
order to scrutinize the enemy’s fortifications, army,
and preparations. Their job was also to identify
traitors of the enemy and to pay them to obtain
information. At this point, maps were made of the
foreign territory, and obstacles, such as rivers, were
marked.

Being a spy was a dangerous occupation because
if one were discovered, it meant death and the
enslavement of one’s family. Thus, spies were greatly
compensated with gifts such as land for their per-
ilous work.

WOMEN AND WAR

Women’s roles in the war effort were secondary,
although their lives were greatly affected and influ-
enced by many aspects of warfare. Women could not
be warriors, but when necessary, they defended their
families, homes, and men to the point of death.

There exists at least one graphic chronicle of
women acting as warriors in order to defend their
community. Diego Durdn, the Dominican priest
who conducted research immediately after the con-
quest of Tenochtitlan, wrote that during the Spanish
siege of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec were on the offen-
sive, but Cuauhtemoc lacked the men and strength
to defend himself and the city. Many of his people
had died because so many of his allies had aban-
doned him and had fled the city, as well as owing to
hunger. Cuauhtemoc, nevertheless, decided not to
show cowardice in the face of the Spanish and pre-
tended that he did not lack warriors. The last Aztec
tlatoani asked all women to ascend to the flat roofs of
their houses, where they made insulting gestures at
the Spaniards.

When Cortés saw the great number of people on
the rooftops and filling the streets of the city, he
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5.6 Women defending their community, in the Atlas of
Durin (Lluvia Arras)

feared that he would not be able to conquer
Tenochtitlan without causing harm to his army and
allies. Nonetheless, he urged the Chalcas and the
Tetzcocans to take courage and all the Spanish men
to return to the combat. At this time they realized
that the warriors who stood on the roofs were
women. They sent word to Cortés about this and
then began to ridicule and insult the enemy and
attack and kill many of them. In the end, the
Spaniards, greatly aided by their Indian allies, van-
quished the Aztec and made the courageous king
Cuauhtemoc flee.

This was probably not the first time women were
used as the last defense of the community. But the
greatest impact warfare had on women was widow-
hood. Women and their children were constantly
left without husbands and fathers. Many of the
funeral rites held in the altepet! for warriors killed in
battle or sacrifice would address the widows of the
warriors. The tlatoani would encourage women not
to let sadness overwhelm them and to take courage
and show love for those who died fighting for their
empire.

As a sign of mourning, Aztec women carried the
cloaks of their dead husbands in procession. They
wore their hair loose, and they would clap their
hands to the beating of the drums. They wept bit-
terly, and at times they danced, bowing their heads
toward the earth. At other times, they danced lean-
ing backward. The sons of the dead men also were
present, and they wore their father’s cloaks, carrying

on their backs small boxes containing their father’s
lip, ear and nose plugs, and other jewelry. Emotions
in such processions would escalate to such propor-
tions that the entire community would be filled with
fear and trembling.

As a consequence of war, women faced another
fearful experience—capture. When any community
was defeated, the priests and warriors moved in to
take booty and to organize a regular tribute pay-
ment. Women were often part of immediate and
long-term tribute payments to victorious communi-
ties. When the Aztec were victors, they would take
captive women, children, and warriors and tie them
together with cords drawn through the perforations
in their noses. Or, as in the case when the Aztec
defeated the Huastecs, the maidens and daughters of
Huastecs who had been seized and the children who
did not yet have their noses or ears perforated were
forced into wooden yokes, which hung around their
throats. They were all tied together this way. As in
all wars, women were killed alongside their men and
children, especially when enemies resisted Aztec
forces or vice versa.

UNIFORMS AND
WEAPONS

Uniforms

Valiant deeds in battle were rewarded with great
honors, arms, and insignia. These rewards were
given to both nobles and commoners alike. Once a
youth had captured a warrior, he would begin to
move up in rank. Not only did he receive honored
titles, he would also receive clothing that reflected
his rank and distinguished him from other warriors.
The title he earned and the decorations adorning his
new clothing depended on how many prisoners he
had captured.

When a youth captured one captive without
assistance, he would become a leading youth
(telpochyabqui) and was given the title tlamani (cap-
tor). The young man would be presented to the
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emperor, and in his presence, the youth would have
his face painted with red ochre and his temples
anointed with yellow ochre by the emperor’s
calpixque (tribute collectors). At this point the
emperor would present the youth with the war-
rior’s garb to be worn in peacetime. There are dif-
ferent accounts pertaining to the clothing.
According to the friar Sahagin, the young warrior
was granted an orange cape with a striped border
and scorpion design. He was also given two maxt-
latl (loincloths), one that was carmine-colored with
long ends, and the other that was many colored.
According to the Codex Mendoza, the young warrior
was granted a mantle with a flower design, called a
tiyahcauhtlatquitl, or the “brave man’s equipment”
(see figure 5.3).

When a warrior took two captives, he was once
again taken to the emperor’s palace and given a
mantle with red trim. He was awarded a uniform
consisting of a body suit called the #abuiztli, a tall
conical cap called a copilli, and a chimalli (shield)
marked with black designs, described as hawk
scratches. The tlabuiztli was made of sewn cotton, a
luxurious material. Red, yellow, blue, or green
feathers were meticulously stitched to the cloth in
the workshops of conquered city-states and sent to
Tenochtitlan each year as tribute. In addition to the
battle suit, the emperor rewarded these soldiers
with a distinctive cape called a tilmatli that allowed
them to display their rank when off-duty. The loin-
cloth, or maxtlatl, they were given was handwoven
and embroidered by the soldier’s own wife and
mother. The method of wrapping the cloth around
the body and tying the ends at the front was a dis-
tinctive fashion for Aztec men. The knot was then
passed through an opening in the #abuitztli. San-
dals were woven with thick grass soles to which
were stitched a cotton strip to support the ankle
and ties (see figure 5.3).

When a warrior took three captives, he was
given a lavishly worked garment called an ebecaila-
cacozcatl, or “wind-twisted jewel mantle,” and an
insignia in the shape of a butterfly called a #epa-
palotlabuiztli, which had an accompanying red-and-
white feather tunic. At this point, the deserving
warrior was given the title tiachcaub (leader of
youths), and he would dwell in the telpochcalli to
teach the youth about war.

When a warrior took four captives, he was pre-
sented with the ocelototec war garment (a Jaguar style
tlabuiztli, with a helmet adorned with feathers), a
mantle of two stripes of black and orange with a bor-
der, and the emperor allowed the warrior’s hair to be
cut like that of a requibua (veteran warrior). The
warrior was also granted one of the titles of the vet-
eran warrior: mexihcatl tequibua, tolnabuacatl tequi-
bua, or cihuatecpanecat! tequibua. The title of tequibua
distinguished these warriors from the rest and indi-
cated that they had been presented with honor,
weaponry, and special insignia (see figure 5.3).

The way a warrior was treated after he took
more than four captives also varied according to
the reputation of the enemies he had captured. Of
course, this was not constant throughout Aztec his-
tory, and it varied among the groups they encoun-
tered and the resistance their enemies exerted. For
example, at the time of the Spanish conquest, the
Huastecs and other coastal groups were not highly
thought of, and when one Aztec warrior captured
even 10 of these enemy warriors, he was not given
any more accolades. He would simply be known as
yaotequibua (veteran warrior and leader of the
youths). However, if a warrior’s fifth captive was
from Atlixco, Huexotzinco, or Tliliuhquitepec, he
received notable esteem and was named cuaubyacat!
(great captain). The emperor gave him numerous
gifts: a blue labret (lip ornament), a headband with
two tufts of eagle feathers and ornamented with sil-
ver flint knives, leather earplugs, a bright red net
cape, a diagonally divided two-colored cape, and a
leather cape.

To take a sixth captive from Atlixco or Huexotz-
inco was considered an impressive achievement,
and the captor was given further gifts: a long yellow
labret, a headband ornamented with two tufts of
eagle feathers and with gold flint knives, a cape
with several possible designs such as a serpent mask
or earthen vessel or a jaguar cape with a red border,
a loincloth with long ends and either the eagle claw
or marketplace design, and black sandals with red
or orange leather thongs. The warrior in this posi-
tion earned the titles of tlacochcalcat! (general) or
tlacateccat! (commanding general) for this great
accomplishment (see figures 5.3 and 5.12).

Award ceremonies for the warriors took place
during the feast of Tlacaxipehualiztli (Flaying of
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Men), held during the second of the 18 months of
the solar calendar. Veteran warriors received four
pieces of black cloth, and the relpochyahqui (leaders of
youths) were given capes. This type of clothing was
more than just a necessity or a vanity item; it was a
significant marker of martial and social status.

The importance given to certain garments was
key in identifying a warrior’s status and accomplish-
ment. Undistinguished commoner warriors were
forbidden to wear the fabric and attire of the accom-
plished warriors; they were allowed to wear only a
maguey-fiber mantle that bore no distinctive designs
or fine embroidery, and they were not allowed to use
sandals. Other social regulations included the length
of the mantle, which could not reach below the
knee, unless it was concealing war wounds on the
individual’s legs. And novices could not wear any
insignia awarded for courageous deeds when they
entered battle for the first time. This applied to both
commoners and nobles.

Undistinguished warriors wore only body paint
and a loincloth during war; novices wore maguey-
fiber clothing for their initial battle. Body armor
made of quilted cotton was only worn by military
leaders. The attire of courageous warriors and war
leaders was more ornamented and included neck-
bands of shells or gold, netted capes of twisted
maguey fiber, and leather corselets. They also
painted their faces with black stripes. Only nobles
were allowed to wear lip plugs, earplugs, and nose-
plugs of gold and precious stones. Although coura-
geous warriors and military leaders could also wear
plugs, they were made of ordinary materials such as
wood or bone.

Only the emperor and great lords wore arm-
bands, anklets, and headbands of gold. In times of
peace, the emperor wore a blue and white mantle,
called a xiubtilmatli. (It was a crime punishable by
death for anyone else to wear this garment.) Other
objects reserved for the emperor were jeweled orna-
ments, a helmet, and an insignia called a cuaubchi-
abtli. The emperor also wore two plume tassels
(ananacaztli), which were placed on the side of the
royal insignia crest.

It is important to point out that such distinctions
were worn more as status symbols and performed no
protective duties. Items such as armbands were worn
only occasionally in battle.

Insignia

To honor military accomplishments, individual
markings were given to warriors. Markings came in
an array of forms and included helmets and crests of
various sorts, shields, and other attire. These mark-
ing could hold a variety of meanings. They indicated
the general rank one held in the military, but they
could also be highly individualistic. Social standing
often affected what type of markings warriors
received, but this was not the sole criterion to
receive such merits. Even emperors who had not
accomplished particular exploits lacked some of the
distinctive insignia.

Insignia were so significant that they were stored
with the royal tribute and were only worn on desig-
nated occasions. The emperor of Tenochtitlan was
the only one allowed to award them, and they were
given on special and auspicious days and during spe-
cial feasts.

There were exceptions to these rules, however.
In times of major battles, insignias were awarded to
brave warriors and nobles before a campaign and
also to other allied emperors and their brave and
noble warriors. Weapons, scenes of great deeds in
the past, gods, and previous emperors, as well as
more abstract designs, were represented on
insignia.

Insignias were usually received as tribute but
were also made by the feather workers of Tenochti-
tlan. Many of them were also captured in war and
were given to the emperor so he could then award
them to deserving warriors. These types of insignias
usually represented participation in certain battles.

If warriors performed poorly during battle, the
emperor had the right to deprive warriors of certain
insignia honoring their military achievements.
Insignia were not hereditary because they signified
an individual’s achievements, and so insignia were
buried or cremated with a warrior when he died.

Thus, status attained in war was marked by the
honors one received, the way one’s hair was worn,
the jewelry one was entitled to wear, the clothing
one wore in peace, and the arms, armor, and insignia
worn in war. Status was displayed by both common-
ers and nobles, although in different ways, and what
could be worn and by whom changed during the
course of Aztec history.
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Body Paint

Throughout Mesoamerica the practice of using
body paint was essential in battle. The Maya, Tlax-
caltec, Huastec, and Aztec all used body paints in
warfare. Among the Aztec, the application of spe-
cific face paint was an indication of martial success.
When a warrior attained a captive, his face was
painted yellow and red. Courageous warriors (tiyah-
cauhbtin) painted their bodies black and painted their
face with black stripes on which they sprinkled iron
pyrite (apetztli). The use of body paint was also uti-
lized by the military orders; for example, the
cuaunhchicqueh had half of their heads painted blue
and the other half red or yellow to signify their sta-
tus in the order. Face and body paints were used in
much the same fashion as the insignia presented for
valorous deeds.

Weapons

What is written about Mesoamerican arms comes
from 16th- and 17th-century accounts. There is a
substantial amount of discussion on Aztec weapons,
and various depictions of weaponry exist in different
codices, in sculpture, and in paintings. There are
also preserved examples in museums. As anthropol-
ogists Ross Hassig and John Pohl have indicated,
however, the picture is incomplete. One finds a rep-
etition of the most important weapons in historical
sources, while other weapons receive minimal men-
tion in only a few scattered documents. This sug-
gests that other, less commonly known arms may be
forgotten.

OFFENSIVE WEAPONS

The most common division of arms was that
between offensive and defensive weapons. Offensive
weapons were used to attack the enemy by projected
force. These weapons included bows and arrows,
darts and atlatls (spear-throwers), spears, slings,
maquabuitls (wooden saw-swords), and clubs (see
figure 5.7). Defensive weapons were worn as protec-
tion and included body armor, helmets, and shields.
The Aztec’s main offensive arms can be divided into
projectile weapons and shock weapons.

Projectile Weapons Projectile weaponry was
designed to strike the enemy from long distances.
They included atlatls, bows, and slings. The atlatl
was a spear-thrower used to project darts. This
device allowed the user to throw an object with
greater force and for longer distances than a spear
could be thrown by hand. Certain accounts cred-
ited the god Opochtli with creating the atlatl, while
others give credit to the Aztec for inventing it dur-
ing their early years in the Basin of Mexico.
Archaeological studies, however, have shown that
the atlatl predates the Aztec and is depicted in
murals at Teotihuacan, the Classic-period site of El
Tajin, and the sculptures of the atlantes of Tula.

The atlatl was the Mesoamerican weapon most
associated with the gods, and they are often
depicted carrying it. The craftsmanship on many of
these spear-throwers was ornately and artistically
executed. For example, Cortés received an atlatl
with a turquoise head in the form of a serpent from
Motecuhzoma II. Other decorations included
human figures, symbols in low relief, and gold
ornaments. It is speculated that these types of
ornate spear-throwers were probably only used on
ritual or ceremonial occasions. Extant atlatls are
approximately 0.6 meters (2 feet) in length and
35-37 millimeters (1.5 inches) in width at the
upper end, tapering to 19-25 millimeters (0.7-1
inch) at the lower end. The dart is placed against a
hook at the upper end in a 5-10 millimeter (0.2-0.4
inch) groove for its bed. Other examples have two
grooves, which may indicate that they were
intended for throwing two darts simultaneously.
Attached to the sides of the atlatls are finger grips,
which either come in the shape of actual holes in
the device or pegs extending from the sides. In
either shape, the finger grips are usually positioned
about a third of the way from the lower end. There
are, however, some examples that do not indicate
the existence of finger grips.

Darts were used with the atlatl. They were